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post-
object 
form
Architecture’s contemporary relevance 
is tied up with the precarious role of 
objecthood in today ’s material culture. 
The world of things can no longer be 
described through discrete, auratic objects, 
as it could before modernism. T h is  p r e-
moder n  no t ion  o f  ob je c thood  has 
been  in te r rogated  by  the  e vo lu t ion  o f 
indus t r ia l  p roduc t ion ,  f r om the  ad vent 
o f  machine product ion to post fordism. 
Today,  a cult  of  abst ract ion sheds ever-
new l ight on the diminishing relevance of 
objecthood in the design and reception of 
architectural form. The object has f led the 
scene, leaving representation and realit y to 
f licker freely in architectural space.
This project pushes at the contemporar y 
vulnerabilit ies of the architectural object 
by collapsing form into the space of it s 
own representation. Volumes unfold, 
planes mingle, and colors project f rom one 
sur face to the next .  Form doesn’t dissolve 
with the loss of objecthood; instead, it 
becomes a much more active presence in 
the ever yday. 
o
a b s t r a c t
The distracted v iewer, too, forms habits.
—Walter Benjamin
 in t roduc t ion 
 archi t ec t ure a s 
 mat er ial pr ac t ice 
 par allel s be t ween ar t 
 and objec t produc t ion 
 how we see: v isual it y today 
 the post-objec t: fl at 
 ontology and form today 
 s ão paulo & br a z il  
 w ipeou t :  v isual cult ure 
 under s ão paulo’s 
 adv er t is ing ban  
 abs t r ac t ion in br a z il 
 an at hle t ic s fac il i t y. . . 
 pl ans 
 sec t ions 
 per spec t i v e s 
 en v elope 
 con v er s at ion 
 source s 
1
2
6
20
28
34
36
42
48
60
72
80
106
114
132
This project ’s realization is indebted,
To my fr iend and advisor Troy Schaum, 
for making space for contradict ions, 
consistent ly shedding new light on the 
project ,  and knowing that fun precedes 
architecture;
To Scott Colman — without the seminars and 
countless conversations we shared over the 
years, the project may never have been born;
To Sarah Whit ing, for her sharp eyes and 
generosit y ;
To A lbert Pope, for believ ing in the project 
f rom its ear ly stages;
To Amelia and Phil  for their mental and 
feline support ;  Louie, for cheer leading; Dan, 
for shar ing my sense of wonder and love 
of Italodisco; Eileen and Tsveti for their 
youthful spir it s ;  and Mar y, for elaborating 
the post-obejct self ;
To George Hewitt ,  Sean Stevenson, Amelia 
Hazinski,  and Maia Adele Simon for their 
commitment to pushing representation 
beyond what I  imagined possible. Thanks 
also to Natalia O ’Neil l  Vega, Patr ick Daur io, 
and Mark Bavoso for escort ing the project 
over the f inish line.
I ’m grateful to the Rice School of 
Architecture, The Rice Center For Cr it ical 
and Cultural Theor y, and The H. Russell 
Pitman and Margaret Everson-Fossi 
t raveling fellowships for support ing the 
travel and research that went into the 
foundations of this project .
p o s t - o b j e c t  f o r m  / s a s h a  p l o t n i k o v a
1p o s t - o b j e c t  f o r m  / s a s h a  p l o t n i k o v a
When we look at the world today, what we see is no longer a 
world made up of discrete, bounded objects. Already under mod-
ernism, this notion of objecthood began to evaporate, as industry 
left our city and mass production obliterated the object’s aura. 
Material culture — the world of things — increasingly became 
defined as part after part after part. The whole was outmoded.
Under the rubric of holism, architectural practice promotes a 
definition of form divorced from the reality of our networked 
world. The field has largely held to a premodern notion of 
objecthood, neglectful of shifting modes of production and 
perception that have come to define 21st century material 
culture. As a result, architects have proliferated neomodern-
ist abstractions and precious icons, or declared defeat to the 
virtual, dematerializing form altogether. 
The formal ordering system that persists as the grounds for 
the production of architecture is fundamentally at odds with 
the role of objecthood in the contemporary world. As such, 
architecture in the 21st century has never been contempo-
rary. While the pop project has persisted as architecture’s 
attempt at contemporary relevance, objecthood—pop’s 
crutch of choice—has long fled the scene. What we’re left 
with is a new material condition that’s surfaced in countless 
portmanteaus: flatbed,  junkspace,  worldsheet ,  hyperobject , 
extrastatecraft . 
All to say, the singular logo cannot suffice when the jum-
botron is panoramic. 
FORM:
The conf iguration of a thing, phenomenon, 
or process. Objects have a form, but so do 
phrases, spaces, guests at a dinner table, 
and swimmers in a pool.  While some forms 
appear to be v isual manifestations, others 
prove to be t ime-tested social customs. 
w h y  t h e  p o s t - o b j e c t ?
OBJECT: 
Any thing with a stable form.
OBJECTHOOD :
The condit ion or qualit y of being an 
object .  In gestalt psychology, objecthood 
emerged as an answer to an inquir y into 
our abil l it y to dist inguish forms from their 
environments: through the inteligibilt y of 
a form’s shape. Objecthood became central 
to discources around form after Michael 
Fr ied popular ised the term, link ing it to 
the autonomy promised by the apparent 
internal coherence of minimalist sculpture. 
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3
p o s t - o b j e c t  f o r m  / s a s h a  p l o t n i k o v a
2
1
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a r c h i t e c t u r e  a s  m at e r i a l  p r a c t i c e
Like the design of running shoes, 
toothbrushes, and automotives, 
architecture is a mater ial practice. 
Mater ial practice is concerned with the 
production of the matter that comprises 
our physical wor ld. Together,  these 
practices constitute a mater ial culture, 
which, at any given t ime, supports a 
cer tain conceptual f ramework that allows 
us to identif y objecthood’s role in our 
perception of the wor ld. 
If  we follow the stor y told by twentieth 
centur y industr ializat ion, we can conclude 
that objecthood has slowly lef t the 
mater ial realm of the ever yday. Since that 
t ime, each move towards post-Fordism has 
had a direct consequence on the reception 
of culture v is-à-v is objecthood. The Theor y 
of A lienation put for th by Kar l  Mar x is 
useful in understanding these ontological 
shif t s . 2 Mar x obser ves a fundamental 
break in the indiv idual ’s relat ionship 
with object production that occurred 
dur ing industralization, as the r ise of 
capitalism was matched by a r ise of new 
technologies. Together,  the new economic 
and industr ial  condit ions enabled rapid 
machine production at a mass scale, which 
had a diminishing ef fect on the worker ’s 
connection to their labour, and the objects 
that labour produced. 
In the pre-modern era, the worker was in 
an int imate relat ionship with their labour 
and with the product of that labour. 
Their shop was of ten c lose to their home. 
They would set their own hours, design 
their own products, 3 and see each object 
through it s inception to it s f inishing 
touches. If  the object was intended for 
others, the craf tsperson would set their 
own pr ices and play a fundamental role 
in the transaction with the object ’s new 
owner. Under these condit ions, objects 
were hand-craf ted and therefore unique, 
auratic ,  and to be revered. Objects proudly 
carr ied the insignia of their maker and 
could be fur ther inscr ibed with the specif ic 
desires of their future owner. A mater ial 
culture premised on customization meant 
that each object could be appreciated 
as a whole, and each comprised a neat 
conceptual package—as Frank Stella said, 
all too late, What you see is what you get . 
Under capitalism, as Mar x obser ved, 
modes of industr ial  production alienate 
the worker f rom their work . Capitalism’s 
system of production par excellence was 
Fordism, which necessar ily displaced the 
worker ’s relat ionship with their labour. 
Labour it self was objectif ied. Each worker 
was made responsible for just one element 
of each object ,  breaking the object into 
parts and distancing each individual worker 
from the object as a whole. For Marx , this 
obser vation lead to a cr itique of capitalism 
as a fundamental opposition to a human’s 
r ight to self-determination. Along with this, 
I argue, came an irreversible indeterminacy 
around the object—what constitutes 
objecthood, and how objects become actors 
in the ever yday under present conditions. 
While machine production and ser ial 
production stepped on stage around the 
same t ime, they can best be understood 
as sequential steps in the histor y of 
objecthood. Machine production broke 
the object into parts :  what was once 
unmistakably whole came to be understood 
both by the system of production and by 
the workers on the assembly line though 
a part-to-whole  relat ionship. The object ’s 
connection to it s author became extremely 
weak , and it s aura was obliterated. Ser ial 
production was the natural extension 
of machine production, as the same 
technologies that itemized the object ’s 
parts — that is ,  made each part an object 
in it s own r ight — could be made to 
produce these parts in ser ies. The object 
was mult iplied, again shif t ing the part-
to-whole relat ionship such that the whole 
was entirely of f the table: the object 
became part af ter part af ter part .4 It  could 
no longer be coveted for it s singular it y or 
it s connection to a creator,  place and t ime. 
Objecthood cannot be understood through 
production alone, as the consumption of 
objects sheds light on their reception, 
their valuation, and their relat ionship to 
societ y and mater ial culture. For Jean 
Baudr il lard, approaching industr ialized 
objecthood conversely — through it s 
consumption — reveals the degradation of 
the cultural signif icance of the object .5 The 
pre-modern object is what he identif ies as 
a model,  understanding that the model/
ser ies dist inct ion is a conceit applied 
retrospectively.  The model could not exist 
before industr ialization brought about the 
ser ies. The industr ial  object is just one 
instance in a ser ies, and can therefore 
never carr y the same cultural value as 
it s modelb — think of reproductions 
of Lebron James’ basketball  jersey — 
while the premodern object ’s value rested 
entirely in its function, as mass culture had 
not yet magnif ied any object ’s cult status. 
In short , what Baudrillard suggests, is that 
any reverence we may reser ve for an object 
presupposes that we have a relationship 
with its model; whereas in realit y, the 
model was never there at all. 
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“The model has a harmony,
a unity, a homogeneity, 
a consistency of space, 
form, substance, and 
function; it is, in short, a 
syntax. The serial object 
is merely juxtaposition, 
haphazard combination, 
inarticulate discourse. “
—Jean Baudrillard6
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Short ly af ter the inception of mass 
production came the schema of planned 
obsolescence, as the postwar economy 
was buttressed by the il lusion of an 
inf initely disposable income, and the 
culture of t rends spread it s roots deeper in 
the consumer economy. Objects were made 
to fail ,  or promised to become irrelevant 
at the arr ival of an expirat ion date.7 In 
effect , the individual ’s loyalty now lies not 
with the object , but with its brand. The 
marketplace offers products marked by 
marginal and inessential dif ferences, and 
brand loyalty guides us through the illusion 
of choice. But , as Baudr il lard reminds us, 
mass communications allow objects to 
continue to falsely c irculate as models,8 
evidenced in the reception of architectural 
practice as the production of photorealistic 
renderings of bound and clad volumes; not 
the collaborative process of detailing and 
delicately engineering a network of parts.
As industr y lef t the cit y,  our last remaining 
connection to any given object ’s or igins 
evaporated. Within our world-sphere — the 
cultural and physical space most immediately 
exper ienced in our ever yday  — in the 
suburbs and cities where we live, production 
has become largely abstract and shifted to 
the technological and cultural sectors. The 
object has fled the scene.
Mass production erased the trace of the human 
hand from the object; planned obsolescence 
diluted the power of signif ication once 
immanent to the object ; and when industr y 
f inally left the city, it took with it the visible 
origin of the object. Our present conditions 
favor subscription over ownership and brand 
worship over reverence of things in themselves. 
In this paradigm, the material world has been 
reconfigured such that our conceptual ideals of 
objecthood have been evacuated from our lived 
perception of the world. 
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“During periods in which architecture 
has had the most cultural power,or has 
been closest to political power, its
disciplinary specificity was linked to 
the idea that it could stand as the 
measure of and model for the whole of 
cultural production, visible in everything 
from the baroque notion that society was 
organized by the arms of the church 
rendered concrete in building form to 
a Bauhaus spoon, considered to be a 
mini-version of an ideal state.”
 — Sylvia Lavin9
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Art practices have been adept at keeping 
pace with the changing modes of object 
production. Objecthood as a concept was 
popularized in discourses around form 
by Michael Fr ied, a seminal art cr itic . 2 It 
was drawn from gestalt psychology, which 
claimed that our abilit y to distinguish 
objects from the visual noise around 
them comes from the legibilit y of their 
shape. Central to this thesis is the notion 
that gestalt psychology loses ground as 
object production evolves past the age of 
handcraft—and there’s no better way to 
see the gestalt disappear than to examine 
the way we’ve transcribed what we see 
emerging around us. Because of its innate 
drive towards representation, art has been 
a kind of form-making that has always 
concerned itself with the status of the 
object . Architecture has largely held to a 
romantic , premodern notion of objecthood, 
but its histor y shows glimpses at a latent 
desire on the behalf of some designers to 
push architecture into the contemporary. 
Given the constraints of building practice, 
architects have devoted much less 
attention to the status of the object than 
have their counterparts in the arts. V isual 
representation, art ’s native tongue, inheres 
a collapse of the object and its cultural 
status, so the histor y of art is de facto 
the histor y of objecthood. One can see the 
object transform from the changing form 
of the still-life between Flemish and Italian 
painters; to Art Nouveau’s desire for graphic 
elements to subsume three-dimensional 
forms; to the avant-garde’s drive towards 
abstraction; all the way to the post-
minimalists’ trouble with the monumentality 
of their minimalist forebearers. Whether 
it be a concern with industrial fabrication 
or the link between representation and 
perception, ar t ists have been central to 
responding to and contr ibuting to the 
cultural production of objecthood.
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p a r a l l e l s  i n  a r t
Sophie Tauber-Arp consisted of a graphic 
sweep through an existing architecture 
in Strasbourg, France. Adhering to the 
standardized units of acr y lic panels of fered 
by plastics companies, he designed a ser ies 
of ‘counter-constructions’ in which the tiling 
of the acr y lic sheets created a thick layer of 
color that , through its modulation, denoted 
tension and movement across the building’s 
inter ior surfaces.
Gerr it Riteveld ’s Schröder House best 
expressed the pr inciples of elementar ism 
also put forth by Van Doesburg as a 
move towards the spatialization of a new 
abstract realit y ; but this t ime through a 
more didactic approach to architectural 
form: the house was designed to be read 
as a ser ies of planes and lines f loating in 
space, hover ing around a center of gravit y. 
Riet veld used color not to highlight tension 
but to delineate edges and to distinguish 
one conceptual plane from another. The 
architecture, like any object in a factor y, 
could be v isually reassembled and made sure 
its v iewer knew that this was so. 
For the Russian constructiv ists, abstraction 
was a means of harnessing the aesthetics 
of machine production as a means for art 
to take part in industr y. For Suprematism, 
which followed short ly after, abstraction 
was conversely a means by which artistic 
expression could move away from any 
representation of industr y or of objecthood. 
One of the key contr ibutions to this 
discourse on behalf of the suprematist 
movement was El L issit zky ’s Prouns. 
With these three-dimensional works, he 
manipulated axonometr ic projection to 
challenge the picture plane as a div ision 
between viewing subject and form. The 
reversal of the geometr ies and the f loating 
forms denies the axonometr ic as a rational 
mode. Colour, too, contr ibuted to an 
illusionistic posit ioning of the subject in 
relation to the form in these compositions, 
Art practices have been adept at keeping 
pace with the evolution of object production. 
Because of its innate dr ive towards 
representation, art has been a kind of form-
making that has always concerned itself 
with the status of the object . Representation 
inheres a  collapse of the object and its 
cultural status, which has meant that the 
histor y of art is an index of the histor y of 
objecthood. One can see this in the changing 
form of the still-life between X X X and Y Y Y; 
in art nouveau’s desire for graphic elements 
to subsume three-dimensional forms; in the 
avant-garde’s dr ive towards abstraction; 
and in the post-minimalists’ beef with 
the monumentalit y of their minimalist 
forebearers. Whether it be a concern with 
industr ial fabr ication or the link between 
representation and perception, artists 
have been central to responding to and 
contr ibuting to the cultural production of 
objecthood.
 The part-to-whole conf iguration 
that emerged with the advent of 
machine production incited an abstract 
representational mode in the ear ly avant-
grade practices of suprematism and 
neoplasticism. In his Pr inciples of Neoplastic 
Art , Theo Van Doesburg laid out what 
he saw as the creative potential in the 
mater ial conditions of new technologies 
and new mater ials at the time. With the 
bir th of synthetics in the late 1920s and 
the new realit y of standardized mater ial 
units, his work—among other projects that 
grew out of explorations in abstraction 
in suprematism, constructiv ism, de stijl , 
neoplasticism, and elementar ism—
demonstrated the ontological shif t from 
a holistic wor ldview to a part-to-part 
understanding of the mater ial wor ld.
Theo van Doesburg’s The Aubette was 
the ult imate expression of his theor y of 
neoplasticism. The restaurants no dance hall 
renovation he executed with Hans Arp and 
9
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The part-to-whole configuration 
that emerged with the advent of 
machine production incited an abstract 
representational mode in the early 
avant-grade practices of Suprematism 
and Neoplasticism. In his Pr inciples of 
Neoplast ic Art ,  Theo Van Doesburg laid 
out what he saw as the creative potential 
in the material conditions of his time.1 
With the birth of synthetics in the late 
1920s and the new reality of standardized 
material units, his work — among the 
abstractions of Suprematism, Constructivism, 
de Stijl, Neoplasticism, and Elementarism—
demonstrated the ontological shift from 
a holistic worldview to a part-to-part 
understanding of the material world. Theo 
van Doesburg’s The Aubette was the ultimate 
expression of his theory of neoplasticism.2 
The restaurant and dance hall renovation he 
executed with Hans Arp and Sophie Tauber-
Arp consisted of a graphic sweep through an 
existing architecture in Strasbourg, France. 
Adhering to the standardized units of acrylic 
panels offered by plastics companies, he 
designed a series of ‘counter-constructions’ 
in which the tiling of the acrylic sheets 
created a thick layer of color that, through its 
modulation, denoted tension and movement 
across the building’s interior surfaces. 
A
p a r a l l e l s  i n  a r t
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Gerrit Riteveld ’s Schröder House2 best 
expressed the principles of Elementarism 
also put forth by van Doesburg as a 
move towards the spatialization of a new 
abstract realit y ; but this time through a 
more didactic approach to architectural 
form: the house was designed to be read 
as a series of lines and planes f loating in 
space, hovering around a center of gravit y. 3 
Riet veld used colour not to highlight 
tension but to delineate edges and to 
distinguish one conceptual plane from 
another. The architecture, like any object in 
a factory, could be visually reassembled—and 
it made sure its viewer knew that this was so.
A 
p a r a l l e l s  i n  a r t
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B a c k g r o u n d  i m a g e :  a u t h o r ’ s   o w n .
V i e w  o f  d i n i n g  a r e a  a t  R i e t v e l d ’ s  S c h r ö d e r  H o u s e ,  1 9 2 4 .
4
G e r r i t  R i e t v e l d ,  a x o n o m e t r i c  d ra w i n g 
f o r  T h e  S c h r ö d e r  H o u s e ,  1 9 2 7.
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De Stij l  inf luenced many architects of 
it s t ime, not least of which were Frank 
L loyd Wright and Mies Van der Rohe. Mies’ 
Barcelona Pavilion embodied all  the formal 
pr inciples of de Stij l ,  but — short of Van 
Doesburg’s br ight acr y lic panels — used 
an opulent mater ial palette of marble, 
glass, and steel.  As an architecture meant 
to embody a national spir it ,  it s r ich 
mater ials imbued it with the connotation 
that Germany was prosperous, stable, 
and robust .  However, the elementar y 
arrangement of planes st il l  gives each 
sur face a singular identit y by it s part icular 
texture and coloration, producing contrast 
in perspectives and demater ializat ion by 
way of the ref lect ions produced within.5 
The roof plane unites these parts,  but it 
remains unlc lear where the inter ior begins 
and ends—the focus is on the interaction 
of the var ious parts,  and on the way that 
they lead the v iewer through. 
For the Russian constructiv ists, 
abstraction was a means of harnessing 
the aesthetics of machine production as a 
means for ar t to take part in industr y.  For 
Suprematism, which followed short ly af ter, 
abstraction was conversely a means by 
which ar t ist ic expression could move away 
from any representation of industr y or of 
objecthood. One of the key contr ibutions 
to this discourse on behalf of the 
suprematist movement was El L issit zk y ’s 
Prouns.6 With these three-dimensional 
works, he manipulated axonometr ic 
project ion to challenge the picture plane 
as a div ision between v iewing subject and 
form. The reversal of the geometr ies and 
the f loating forms denies the axonometr ic 
as a rational mode. Colour, too, contributed 
to an il lusionist ic posit ioning of the 
subject in relat ion to the form in these 
composit ions, as var ied intensit ies of color 
pull  the subject in towards the form. 
A
p a r a l l e l s  i n  a r t
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Working in the abstract and in three 
dimensions gave minimalist sculptors 
space from the il lusionist ic pull  of 
f iguration in painting tradit ion. Minimalism 
followed in the vein of Suprematism, but 
grounded it s thinking not in philosophy 
but direct ly in mater ial culture it self :  in 
fabr ication, and in industr ial  mater ial . 
While Donald Judd outsourced the making 
of his forms to architectural fabr icators, 
Car l  Andre, like Theo van Doesburg before 
him, worked with the mater ials and 
dimensions available to him at industr ial 
lumber yards and steel mills .11 Together 
with an emphasis on the encounter 
between subject and form, the minimalists’ 
use of simple geometr ies and simple 
means bore an undeniable signif icance 
for architects.  In fact ,  scholars like 
Michael Fr ied have argued that this 
moment marked a fundamental change in 
sensibilit y— a moment when ar t began to 
look outward and ref lect a “per vasive and 
general condit ion.” 12
Increasingly,  since the advent of mass 
production, our consumer economy has 
moved toward the il lusion of choice. 
Marked by inessential dif ferences, objects 
play a game of mass customization. For 
Jean Baudr il lard, this turn is a ploy to 
placate the masses, and reverts our idea 
of objecthood to a premodern one: “ The 
corollar y of the fact that ever y object 
reaches us by way of a choice is the fact 
that fundamentally no object is of fered 
as a ser ial object ,  that ever y single 
object c laims model status.” 13 Minimalist 
sculpture made it ev ident that we in 
fact have no choice. One object follows 
the other,  with no pretense of of fer ing 
anything unique. 
A
After the var ious avant-gardes had 
debated and digested the machine 
aesthetic ,  minimalist sculptors took 
up the spir it  of mass production. Mass 
production, or the ser ialization of the 
object ,  had signif icant repercussions 
on the way we relate to the things we 
own. Since objects were no longer one 
of a k ind, the meaning once embedded 
within them became diluted.  In the 
practices of minimalist ar t ists,  formal 
complexit y could be achieved without 
the composit ion of dif ferentiated objects. 
Their work exploited the repetit ion of 
mass production ad absurdum in order 
to shed light on the form’s under ly ing 
system. It  alluded to a mater ial condit ion 
that rests not in the object it self,  but 
in it s organizational capacit y and it s 
contingency on a framework—much like 
a single spoon within a mass-produced 
ser ies.7 For minimalist sculptors like 
Donald Judd and Robert Morr is,  a form’s 
singular it y was of most concern. Rather 
than the part-by-part-by part composit ion 
of forms that came out of ear lier 
movements, the minimalist work would 
appear to comprise a whole. However, 
the frequent use of sets,  permutations, 
and mult iples reveals the form’s status 
as, not whole, but standardized part af ter 
standardized part .  One cannot apprehend 
the work without being conscious of 
it s entropic tendencies—that it  could 
go on forever.8 This condit ion became 
a constant subtext for the minimalists 
because it was palpable in the built  and 
mater ial env ironment and thus inev itable 
as subject matter.  This connection reached 
it s peak with Dan Graham’s Homes For 
America9 project ,  which sought a poetic ism 
in the repetit ious architecture of the 
subdiv isions that made up the post-war 
landscape in California.10
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“Endlessness, being able to go 
on and on...Is central both to 
[literalism] and to that of 
objecthood. In fact, it seems 
to be the experience that most 
deeply excites literalist sen-
sibility, and that literalist art-
ists seek to objectify in their 
work—for example, by the
repetition of identical units 
(Judd’s ‘one thing after another’), 
which carries the implication 
that the units in question could 
be multiplied ad infinitum.” 
— Michael Fried14
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As minimalism aged, it  revealed it s 
f laws in light of the emergence of late 
capitalism in western economies: it ’s 
object was c lear ly there for the taking. Any 
mediating factors — the abstract nature 
of late capitalism and the issues of access 
linked to socioeconomic inequalit y and 
globalization, to name a few — were not 
accounted for by the objecthood descr ibed 
by minimalist practices. Fr ied c laimed that 
in ar t — speaking of Anhony Caro’s work 
— all  meaning “ is in the syntax .” 15 Looking 
at an Anthony Caro piece, one is delighted 
by the beauty of the composit ion, not by 
any monolithic presence. However, this 
syntax is completely internal,  which is 
why minimalist sculptors could see even 
something as subjective as colour as a 
propert y of objecthood.16 A single colour 
could translate direct ly into a sur face. 
Minimalism’s f law was it s inabilit y to enter 
into a networked wor ld, and to investigate 
the relat ions that take form between 
dif ferent entit ies, object or not .
The post-war per iod brought about three 
signif icant and interdependent shif t s :  f ir st , 
real estate pressures and metropolitan 
growth pushed industr y out of the cit y 
and far f rom the places we inhabit .  The 
physical site of production, and thus the 
or igin of the object ,  became increasingly 
elusive as urban cores shif ted towards 
a postindusr ial economy. Second, a 
signif icant growth in disposable income 
amongst the middle c lass reformulated the 
sacred status of the object such that the 
major it y of our mater ial wor ld can be seen 
as composed of cheap, replaceable, and 
disposable parts.17  Corporations were quick 
to pick up on this,  ar t if ic ially decreasing 
the lifespan of their products under the 
schema of planned obsolescence. Pop ar t 
absorbed these changes as the separation 
of essence from object ,  engaging issues of 
c lass and mass culture in ways minimalism 
never could. With each run of Andy 
Warhol ’s silk screen, the image degraded 
in qualit y,  moving the reproduction fur ther 
away from its or igin.18 
Echoes of pop could be heard in American 
architecture practices throughout 
postmodernism and until  this day, 
with the introduction of graphics — 
what was once inherent ly f lat — as a 
formal dev ice. Supergraphics, as these 
promiscuous bleeds of applied colour 
were called, emerged in the 60s and 70s 
as the architectural interest in semantics 
turned to the sur face as a space for the 
project ion of meaning. As def ined by 
C . Ray Smith, Supergraphics excluded 
alphanumeric content , moving away from 
the structuralist def init ion of the sign 
and towards a language of abstraction. 
From this,  the notion that space was 
def ined by form alone was swept of f the 
table, and a whole new game began that 
allowed space to be recoded, redesignated, 
and redef ined with a deliberate, guided 
application of paint .19 John McMorrough 
has since theor ized this moment as both 
a fundamental break in the histor y of 
representation in architectural form, 
and a pull  towards leveraging the social 
ef fect of a space over it s form: it  was 
“An answer (or at least a tool) to elevate 
to the aesthetic ,  social problems facing 
the man-made environment .” 20 Through 
the application of f igures prev iously 
unimagined in a part icular exist ing space, 
Supergraphics rejected boundar ies and 
opened up commonly accepted notions of 
how a space could be def ined, and how 
open sur faces can be to reinterpretation. 
Because the Supergraphic ’s disciplinar y 
posit ion lay somewhere between 
abstraction and legibilit y,  and because 
it s literal posit ion lay between form and 
v isual perception, it  made signif icant 
progress in shif t ing representation from its 
status as a vessel for meaning, and instead 
towards as something to be applied. 
A recent example of a Supergraphic project 
is Her zog & de Meuron’s Cottbus L ibrar y. 21 
While the graphics were conceived in 
tandem with the plans of the building, 
the application of colour st il l  achieved 
the ef fect of communicating extra-
architectural phenomena as architecture. 
The bands of colour that sweep across 
each f loor and up the walls can be traced 
to the palette of a colour telev ision test 
pattern. The bold color bars allude to the 
evolution of the librar y into what is now a 
highly mediated graphic space. The reading 
rooms are coded gray, dif ferentiat ing the 
spaces of information from the spaces of 
contemplation. Beyond the symbolism, the 
color bars act as a wayf inding system for 
the librar y. The application of colour adds 
a layer of resolution to the architectural 
sur face, and inv ites form into the domain 
of v isual culture. 
A
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“The expanded field of 
supergraphics incudes 
an expanded sociability, 
a humane vocation 
attributed to the work, 
and also an expanded 
significance.. .  by the 
environmental legibility 
the graphics generate.” 
—John McMorrough22
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Late capitalism has built a consumer culture 
premised on a relationship between individual 
and brand. Under this framework, we worship 
brands more than things themselves, always 
awaiting the next iteration of an exercise in 
the loose objecthood that distinguishes one 
coporation from the next. Similarly, the culture 
of subscription — to services, to virtual 
products, and to physical products through 
app-based delivery — has rendered the object 
itself besides the point. Loyalty occurs on a 
circumstantial basis, tied more to social and 
cultural inclinations than concrete things as 
such. Practices like relational aesthetics and 
social practice have picked up on this condition 
by using form and materiality as a framework 
for ephemeral social relations.23 In architecture, 
these themes have translated to an appeal to 
the social dimension through the incorporation 
of images and technology into the design of 
buildings. OMA’s McCormick Tribune Campus 
Center at IIT incorporates environmental design 
by 2x4 to enhance efforts on behalf of the plan 
and section to create a feeling of simultaneity 
and temporary communities. The ceramic 
frit features iconographic representations of 
students engaged in various activities, and the 
color (overwhelmingly mandarin orange) used in 
the panelite throughout casts continuous glows 
across surfaces that hosts otherwise unrelated 
programs. The material palette of the building 
draws on an aesthetic of generic materials on 
steroids, playfully shining a light on today’s 
material culture.24 The object is nowhere in sight. 
Despite this trajectory, the practice of 
architecture largely continues to hold to a 
potemkin objecthood based on premodern 
notions of the revered object. Keeping 
our ears to the ground and our fingers on 
the pulse of at production, architects can 
contribute to a conversation waiting to 
be had: a conversation about form in an 
increasingly immaterial economy. 
o
p a r a l l e l s  i n  a r t
2 3
L i a m  G i l l i c k ,  D i s c u s s i o n  B e n c h   P l a t f o r m s , 
i n s t a l l a t i o n ,  2 0 1 0
2 4
B a c k g r o u n d  i m a g e :  a u t h o r ’ s  o w n .  Pe r s p e c t i v e  v i e w  o f 
O M A’ s  M c C o r m i c k  Tr i b u n e  C a m p u s  C e n t e r  a t  I I T,  2 0 0 3 .
21
p o s t - o b j e c t  f o r m  / s a s h a  p l o t n i k o v a
20
sign for a conceptual referent , whereas 
the object-form inheres a sign, evoking 
the expectation that it  should mean 
something; second, the appearance of 
images is no longer constrained to two-
dimensional project ion onto a sur face: 
sur faces themselves take part in the 
making of images. 
To think objects through colour is to 
ascr ibe a single colour exclusively to 
a single object :  This folder is cr imson 
red. What if,  instead, we thought of the 
cr imson as an atmospher ic feature that 
coagulates around the folder,  allowing 
the folder to make it self present? 
Suddenly, the folder has a relat ionship 
with the telephones, the post-it notes, 
the f lashlights, and, to var y ing degrees, 
ever ything else before us. Suddenly, the 
rectangular form doesn’t constitute a 
folder through it s bounded dif ference from 
other objects—through it s objecthood: the 
form becomes folder by way of project ing 
an image that emerges from its presence. 
The uncertaint y of the status of a 
form within it s context ar ises out of 
perceptual var iat ion. Perceptual var iat ion 
can be explained by the intersection of 
a subjectiv it y with whatever part icular 
ontological c limate that f rames modes 
of seeing is at play. The perceptual 
var iat ion of which colour is only a part 
is both at the crux of the collect ive 
human exper ience, and is one of the most 
dismissed subjects in modern thought . For 
that reason, it ’s been a dif f icult subject 
to take up in an architectural project . 
Dif ferent disciplines have employed 
colour in dif ferent ways, albeit always in 
ser v ice for some other purpose. In science, 
colour has been a way of c lassif y ing 
obser vations, and in behavioral psychology 
it has been a way to tr igger moods. 
To understand the status of the object 
today, we can look to the work of Thomas 
Demand. The gener ic mater ial culture re-
staged here with colored paper is a culture 
of abstraction. In Demand’s tableaus, we 
see abstraction as a general condit ion 
that ’s already present in the ever yday, 
but that also carr ies a wealth of potential 
as a tool of communication in a culture 
grappling with indeterminacy.1
If  we believe, for a minute, that 
architecture’s oblique strategy is a polit ics 
of aesthetics,  we can see the agency 
in abstraction at a t ime when issues of 
gender and sexualit y boil  over in social 
discourse. 2 To deny a form’s f iguration 
is to deny it s nomination as a f ixed or 
normative identit y—to deny it s objecthood 
through abstraction and to foreground a 
technique that is foremost relat ional is to 
issue a call  for architecture’s audiences to 
reconsider normative modes of mapping 
assumptions onto a form, or to seek 
meaning in legibilit y. 
Our understanding of objects is t ied up 
with our desire to read the wor ld around 
us. We’re at a moment when we’ve reached 
an unprecdented level of v isual literacy—
we are able to read a depth of information 
within the two-dimensional,  and to quick ly 
understand the three-dimensional as 
f lat—as image. 
We of ten think of color as a propert y of 
objecthood, when in fact it ’s too unstable 
to be so def inite. If  you understand color 
as a propert y of perception—or, to be 
more exact ,  an index of the relat ion 
between form and subject—you might 
agree that today, the object collapses into 
the space of it s own representation. The 
repercussions of this collapse are twofold: 
f ir st ,  the form can no longer stand as a 
However, looking at colour through the 
lenses of ar t ,  design, and philosophy, 
one realizes that subject matter lends 
it self well  to modern thought : colour 
is exper ienced through a focus on the 
sur face, quick ly giv ing way to discussions 
around abstraction and representation. 
The spatial agency within colour is c lear 
in the legacy of representation and 
image culture in architecture, through 
abstraction in modern ar t ,  and through 
theor ies of perception. Consider ing 
it s persistence within our discipline, 
it ’s dif f icult to deny the relevance of 
chromatic abstraction in consider ing the 
status of architectural form today. 
To get f rom image to architecture, one 
must consider space in all  of it s depth 
and white noise. In “On Judging Works 
of V isual Ar t ,” (1876) Conrad F iedler built 
upon Kant ’s notion of v isual exper ience 
(anschauung)  with the spatial dimension. 3 
He was wr it ing far before the t ime of mass 
media, advert ising, and a popular ized 
image culture; so — naturally — his 
theor y falls short today in that it  fails 
to engage the cr it ical thinking that 
conceptualization br ings to perception. For 
him, perception was a direct process that 
operated uncr it ically,  through a pr imal 
appeal to the senses. Conceptual thinking, 
conversely,  was the domain of scientists, 
who v iewed objects v is-a-v is objecthood, 
attempting to perceive parts and whole, 
both at once. Scientists could not be 
satisf ied with v isual exper ience as a valid 
way of nav igating phenomena, and F iedler 
saw this as a major f law in the scientif ic 
wor ldv iew. For him, the ar t ist ic mind 
has the upper hand because it does not 
immediately seek concept .4
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v i s u a l i t y  t o d ay
“Gender does share with 
color a certain ontological 
indeterminacy: It isn’t 
quite right to say that an 
object is  a color,  nor that 
the object has a color... Nor 
is color voluntary, precisely. 
But none of these for-
mulations mean that the 
object in question is 
colorless.” 
—Maggie Nelson5
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F iedler ’s concern was with the spatial 
imaginar y as a c lear inghouse for 
percepts—those phenomena that tr igger 
within us perceptual reactions. Using the 
events that transpire between a v iewer 
and an ar twork , F iedler hypothesized that 
ar t ists must possess an innate abilit y 
to pull  entit ies out of the white noise 
of lived space and into a consciousness 
that gif t s the v iewer with a heightened 
interpretation of percepts, should the 
v iewer be open to such an expanded 
wor ldv iew. For F iedler,  the ar t ist ’s role 
is to use their intellect to heighten the 
ar t ist ic consciousness of the masses: “Art 
[has] nothing to do with forms that are 
independent of it s act iv it y and pre-exist 
it . . .  What ar t creates is not a wor ld parallel 
to the one that exists without ar t ;  rather, 
it  br ings about the wor ld through and for 
ar t ist ic consciousness.”5
F iedler ’s idealized ar t ist ic consciousness 
rests on a spectrum of empathy through 
which indiv iduals can relate to non-human 
entit ies. While some indiv iduals are totally 
estranged from objects,  or even alienated 
by them, others empathize with them. 
To empathize with an object is to see a 
bit of one’s self in it ,  and a bit of it  in 
one’s self,  gaining a deeper appreciat ion 
for it ,  and a stronger grasp on it s status 
within it s environment . Empathy is one 
way to foreground an object against it s 
background environment , and for F iedler, 
the greatest ar t ists were ones who could 
enter into completely symbiotic relat ions 
with the object of their ar t . 
Looking at F iedler as a product of his t ime, 
we see that perception it self is af fected 
by the dominant theoretical regimes of it s 
day. Ar t practices are useful to examine 
here not only because they direct ly deal 
with the problem of representation — the 
transcr ipt ion of percepts and concepts 
back into the v isual wor ld — but also 
because the perceptual regime of any 
given era can be obser ved sur facing in the 
ar t practices of the t ime.6 
Colour,  l ine, and the part-to-whole 
relat ionship are the histor ically robust 
tools ar t ists have used to represent 
phenomena as objects dist inct f rom one 
another.  To see how these elements 
evolved through modernism, and how 
perceptual regimes have shif ted, we can 
look at two painters:  Henr i Matisse,7 
who was active in the 1900s, and Helen 
Frankenthaler,8 whose work peaked in 
the 1950s and 60s. For Matisse, ever y 
painting was preconceived in it s entiret y. 
Images would be planned, f rom the 
organization of f igures within the picture 
plane, to the colours that descr ibed these 
f igures, to the lines that might trace 
the boundar ies between them. It  was, in 
”The crucial flattening of the 
illusionary space within the 
world of the canvas still 
remains to be played out into 
the real world in the marriage 
of object and space/place. 
The central issue in art now is 
the oneness of the subject/
object of art. Nonobjective 
now translates non-object.” 
—Robert Irwin4
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short ,  a conception of colour and form 
that preceded the culture of abstraction 
that matured long af ter the era of mass 
production. Objecthood was intact in what he 
took as his subject matter, and the artwork 
itself was conceived top-down, starting with 
a whole, moving down to it s parts. 
Half a centur y later,  Helen Frankenthaler 
conceived of painting as a problem to be 
solved through the relat ion of it s parts. 
Colour came about by chance, in the 
process of painting, and took a life of it s 
own: the colours she used grew bolder 
and more abstract as her work matured. 
By the 60s, she had shif ted to acr y lic 
paint ,  and colour used up more and more 
of the picture frame.9 Frankenthaler ’s 
stain paintings show an engagement 
of colour,  form, and mater ialit y in line 
with a mode of v isual perception that 
demands conceptualization. The r ise of 
v isual literacy at Frankenthaler ’s t ime was 
ev idence that images and spatial-v isual 
phenomena had emerged as two ends of 
the perceptual regime of the second half 
of the twentieth centur y. F ielder may 
well  have agreed that his formulation of 
v isual exper ience (i .e. ,  perception at the 
exclusion of conceptualization) would 
prove to be outmoded given the new 
weight of image culture in societ y at large. 
The question at hand, f rom this point until 
today, became how form (the perceived) 
and representation (the conceptualized) 
play of f of one another to create new 
perceptual hybrids between space and image.
A
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of architecture in C lassic ism was 
evacuated under modernism, and again 
rev ived and reconf igured in post-
modernism. Representation lies in the 
architectural sur face, as a canvas for the 
project ion of images; as the grounds for 
tectonic innovation; and as the pr imar y 
subject represented by the lines of an 
architectural drawing. 
The fragilit y of objecthood as a concept 
in an image-based culture appears in 
the wr it ings of Neil  Denar i and tr ick les 
through to  his of f ice’s design work .11 His 
obser vations—namely that the wor ld is 
“more like a map than a real sphere” stem 
from the profound ef fects that technology 
has had on culture.12 His interest in the 
map is not in it s informational capacit y 
but in it s f latness, and in the way that 
f latness increasingly intersects with form: 
as a two-dimensional plane, the map must 
be bent to spatialize a phenomenon, at 
which point “ It s f latness is overcome by 
the powerful abilit y for architecture to 
momentar ily intensif y the graphic sur face 
of seduction.” 13 While the project ive 
methods used by car tographers act to 
f latten and abstract spatial information, 
one might der ive from Denar i ’s thinking 
that project ions can work in reverse: a 
productive mis-use of these methods can 
give form to an increasingly f lat ,  abstract 
wor ld.
The sur face as form-to-be, as it ’s 
conceived in the Brazilian avant garde14 
maintains a wealth of potential ,  but it 
has also been sullied and exhausted as 
a subject for the formal gymnastics of 
Deleuze-inspired folds and continuous 
sur faces of 1990s postsructuralist design 
practices. In both practice and discourse, 
the sur face needs to be recovered.
When image and object are relieved of 
the burden of representation, they both 
engage in the making of a new breed 
of form—one that is much more active 
in our ever yday. In this post-object 
understanding of sur face, room for 
discussion and play opens up. For Sy lv ia 
Lav in, the architectural sur face has been 
a r ipe grounds for the investigation of 
how we might attain new readings and 
relat ionships with form it self.  What she 
calls the “k issing architectural sur face” 
is the sof t threshold between one form 
and another ;  between architecture and it s 
audience; and between the discipline of 
architecture and that which lies outside 
of it s t radit ional boundar ies.15 Beyond 
sur face, what these discussions amount 
to is a concern with the way in which 
architecture enters our consciousness 
and stays with us beyond the moment 
of exper ience. Abstraction has appealed 
to our v isual culture precisely because it 
mediates between the r igorous conceptual 
thinking we have come to rely on for 
stable narratives. Perception, however, 
has been a notor iously unreliable measure 
of objective realit y,  leav ing us with mere 
af ter-images and object memories. F iedler 
has obser ved how concept has been used 
to prop up percept : “Perception is already 
imperfect when it s object is present to 
the senses. Humans therefore perceive 
in a ver y neglectful way. Their general 
inclination is to extend abstract knowing 
rather than their v isual knowledge.” 16 
In a wor ld where image culture reigns 
supreme, the reception of architecture 
occurs pr imar ily through pr inted and 
digital images. In engaging with image 
culture in this one-sided way, architecture 
submits to objectif icat ion. The proponents 
of this icon-dr iven design culture came 
of age at the height of poststructuralist 
In this increasingly f lat wor ld where image 
and form mingle, the gestalt reading — 
that is ,  one that f igures an object against 
a ground — increasingly loses relevance. 
The phenomena of the contemporar y wor ld 
ef fect ively collapse foreground and back-
ground, def ining v isualit y through f latness 
and representation. Bruce Mau descr ibes 
these phenomena as an “ inventor y of 
background condit ions that constitute [an] 
ecology,” and he goes on to identif y them: 
surfaces of inscr iption ,  unstable images , 
circulation ,  sur veil lance ,  the new image 
infrastructure ,  camouflage industr ies , 
tourism ,  postscr ipt wor ld ,  freeway con-
dition ,  franchise ,  celebrit y,  cinematic mi-
gration ,  electronic media ,  violence ,  aura , 
and spin .10 In short ,  the contemporar y 
wor ld moves, behaves, and reveals it self in 
such a way that we now read phenomena 
more as indist inct than as objects in a st il l 
l ife.  Mau identif ies an overr iding sys-
tems-based logic in the contemporar y cit y 
that has, under urbanization and through-
out the post-industr ial  era, superseded the 
object-based logic of the turn of the 20th 
centur y. For Mau’s of f ice, opportunit y lies 
in the uncharted space between fore-
ground and background. With this ambition, 
his office has become one of the frontrun-
ners of environmental design, champion-
ing a collaboration between architecture 
and graphics to open up a discussion of 
form-making through sur face and image. 
This space between foreground and 
background solic it s a f licker ing form 
that makes it self select ively present . 
In engaging image culture through a 
spatial f ramework , form retains it s 
capacit y to communicate, but the subject 
of communication shif t s f rom a direct 
meaning into af fect .  The dif f icult y in this 
shif t l ies in architecture’s deep roots 
in discourses around it s communicative 
capacit y :  the representational power 
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navel-gazing, and iconicit y has been 
their avenue towards a greater public . 
Iconicit y can be broadly conceived to 
cover extravagant envelopes with gener ic 
inter iors,  and buildings within which all  of 
the components work towards conveying 
a single concept—what Mark Gage 
elsewhere identif ies as an architectural 
instance of duomining :  both undermining 
and overmining the discipline.17 Both 
outcomes are symptomatic of a mode of 
perception in which there is no myster y 
beyond the immediately apprehensible 
concept . Similar ly,  work that bears a 
trademark aesthetic or formal signature 
tends to overwhelm it s ef fects.  In an 
architecture of focal points — an 
architecture that treats it s own spaces as 
objects — the image is entirely absent 
from the exper ience of the building’s 
inter ior it y,  and because of this,  entirely 
overrated as a promise of mass appeal. 
Discussing architecture through images 
as a way of engaging a general audience 
almost always devolves into issues of 
st y le—that is ,  the reading of form as 
a ser ies of signs that group the work 
under a banner  with others presumed to 
be of it s k ind. As a result ,  the iconicit y 
of an object form comes not from the 
deliberation of it s designers but from 
the subconscious of a part icular cultural 
moment . What ’s entirely lacking in this 
approach is the consideration of the 
image as a tool that can empower design 
practices to shape image culture it self. 
The reverse, as suggested coming out of 
Neil  Denar i ’s work , is for the discipline 
to continue to seek ways in which it can 
produce mental images. 
A
“Modernist 
abstraction
is nothing if 
not a meditation 
on how much 
information 
about objects, 
spaces, and 
their relative 
movements 
any surface 
can bear.” 
—Robert 
Linsley18
“True, abandoning the figure 
won’t change the world.
But then again, neither 
will  changing the world.”
— Ben Lerner
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But what if  architectural practice, a k ind 
of form-making strongly grounded in the 
constraints of scientif ic realit y,  act ively 
engaged this production of mental images? 
One design practice that has engaged 
this is UNStudio, headed by Caroline Bos 
and Ben Van Berkel.  In their text ,  “Af ter 
Image,” they speculate on architecture’s 
implication in image culture, touching 
upon the ver y notion that conceptual 
thinking is now inextr icable from v isual 
experience. Bos and Van Berkel question the 
reign of iconicity (i.e., objecthood) through 
a discussion of the way architecture is 
depicted and consumed by way of images. 
If  the image is an ephemeral impression of 
an atmosphere, we might speculate that 
designers have been misguided in thinking 
that architecture’s inroads to image 
culture all  pass through it s logoization. 
Looking at the practice of UN Studio, we 
see architects being far more deliberate 
about the images generated by their work 
than most before them, and direct ing 
our gaze using conventional modes of 
construction. We see af fect generated 
by form it self,  not by applied mater ialit y. 
The work continues to seek ways for 
architecture to create new images—just 
one of these is the “af ter-image” of which 
they speak : the perceptual phenomena 
that out last a moment of encounter.19
Ways of working like those of UNStudio 
leverage the moment of uncanny 
recognit ion when anything new — in 
this case, a k ind of architectural mental 
image — is f irst encountered, ignit ing the 
subject ’s sense of wonder. As a foil  to this 
submission to commercial image culture, 
Bos and Van Berkel of fer an architecture 
of “af ter-images”: form that reveals it self 
dif ferent ly when v iewed from its var ious 
sides; that unfolds through durational 
patterns through exper ience; and that 
of fers glimpses of an alternate realit y. 
In their methods, there is an undeniable 
optimism in present condit ions, and a deep 
understanding that an object-dominant 
image culture can lead to nothing but the 
demise of an architect ’s potential as an 
agent of culture. 
A sympathetic practice exists in the work 
of Prseton Scott Cohen’s off ice, where 
relatively complex geometr y results in new 
kinds of f iguration. Inside their addition to 
the Tel Aviv Museum of Art , is an atr ium 
that constitutes an entire project in itself, 
named The Lightfall. The lightfall offers a 
f igure that is at once impossible to see and 
inhabit , but bears an undeniable presence 
on each of the museum’s f loors. Instead of 
the gestalt ,  it  of fers enmeshment . 20 
A f fect ,  a much-hyped dimension of archi-
tecture in design circ les today, is par-
t icular ly relevant for it s abilit y to direct 
phenomena through v isceral perception 
and into conceptualization. Af fect lies 
beneath the commonly accessible realm of 
exper ience (the realm over which iconic-
it y current ly reigns) and encourages a 
f lat ontology from which phenomena can 
emerge. 21 Any work of post-object form 
acknowledges that ever y exper ience of 
form is an exper ience of an unseen whole. 
One is drawn through a space before one 
can begin to form a mental image of it . 
And, with the added dimension of col-
or,  space evades objectiv it y completely. 
A single color it self is an abstraction of 
an entire spectrum: think of the ear liest 
pigments and their sources. Pigments were 
extracted from plants and minerals with 
chromologic makeups far more complex 
than a single color could descr ibe or c laim 
to embody. 22 The spectrum itself can be 
conceived as a site of emergence.
o
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From the prev ious pages in this book , 
you might gather the idea that — as 
outmoded as the notion of objecthood 
might be — as long as architecture 
operates under capitalism, it s forms will 
continue to enter the wor ld as objects. 
However, philosophical f rameworks since 
the dawn of the 21st centur y have been 
pointing toward ways of reconf igur ing 
how we posit ion ourselves in relat ion to 
objects—thus reconf igur ing objecthood 
it self.  Today, we can no longer af ford to 
assume an anthropocentr ic wor ldv iew that 
draws a dist inct ion between ourselves 
and the rest of the wor ld, and draws 
boundar ies around perceived objects 
within that wor ld. Central to the discourse 
is the notion of a f lat ontology, which 
completely elimiates the long-established 
mind/wor ld binar y and posits that ‘wor ld ’ 
is at once inadequate for descr ibing the 
mult itude of phenomena around us, and 
that we ourselves should be included 
as phenomena in the wor ld. For our 
purposes, this also means that objects, 
phenomena, and humans enter into equal 
relat ions. At the immediate scale, a f lat 
ontology welcomes the evaporation of 
c lear object boundar ies that has been 
taking place since the advent of mass 
production, and at a cosmic scale, it  helps 
us begin to understand the fallout of the 
anthropocene, which has begun to arr ive 
much sooner than we can imagine.1
The notion of the object is a romantic 
one, coming out of the divorce of the 
social sciences from the hard sciences. In 
the ear ly nineteenth centur y, the social 
sciences lef t objects to empir ical science 
and ef fect ively severed the ‘symbolic ’ 
f rom the ‘natural ’  in any k ind of holist ic 
discourse. In Reassembling the Social , 
Bruno Latour obser ves how this schism 
lef t sociology without any objects at 
all—this, consider ing that the discipline 
emerged long af ter the industr ial 
revolution, str ikes him as strange. 2 While 
ar t practices were busy banishing the 
aura, breaking the object into parts,  and 
putt ing it back together again, sociology 
retreated deeper into a realm designated 
of f-limits to any non-human entit y,  and 
the humans with which it was concerned 
lived in a wor ld devoid of objects.  Under 
modernism, this picture of the social wor ld 
worked: it  placated the (human) masses in 
an otherwise alienating, increasingly de-
humanizing wor ld—that , let ’s not forget , 
they themselves created. However, this 
“In addition to ‘determining’ 
and serving as a ‘backdrop 
for human action’, things 
might authorize, allow, afford, 
encourage, permit, suggest, 
influence, block, render 
possible, forbid, and so on.” 
— Bruno Latour 4
same wor ld is quick ly reaching it s extreme, 
demanding more than ever that humans 
f ind a way to coexist . 
What does the social have to do with 
post-object form? Ever ything. It  is only by 
conceiv ing of form as fundamentally social 
— as relat ional —  that we can allow 
it to transcend it s object status. Here is 
another spot where it ’s easy to get caught 
up in semantics:  for Bruno Latour, the 
social is a concept that has been tainted 
by an anthropocentr ic school of sociology. 
Much of his argument rests on his 
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t h e  p o s t - o b j e c t : 
f l at  o n t o l o g y  a n d  f o r m  t o d ay
recover y of the term, from being construed 
as at once an act (socializ ing) and a 
mater ial (the social) ;  into a phenomenon 
that emerges when new assocations are 
made. For the purposes of this project ,  I ’d 
like to shortcut the semantic debate and 
use the term “relat ional” to mean precisely 
what Latour meant by “social ”:  “a ver y 
peculiar movement of re-associat ion and 
reassembling.” 3 This both broadens the 
scope of what is considered social ,  and 
limits it s domain to that of connections.
Forms — tools,  objects,  buildings — are 
active in that they make possible the many 
tasks that we carr y out on a daily basis. 
Latour descr ibes an easy test to determine 
whether something is an actor :  “Any 
thing  that does modif y a state of af fairs 
by making a dif ference is an actor—or, if 
it  has no f iguration yet ,  an actant . Thus, 
the questions to ask about any agent 
are simply the following: Does it make a 
dif ference in the course of some other 
agent ’s act ion or not?” If  so, they are 
actors,  “or more precisely,  participants  in 
the course of act ion wait ing to be given a 
f iguration.”4 To reclaim form into the realm 
of the active is to reclaim the terr itor y 
long held by the sciences and to br ing the 
mater ial back into the symbolic .  Social t ies 
— relat ions —  need objects to exist ,  and 
objects need relat ions in order to exist . 
As things stand, objects are marginalized: 
they do an enormous amount of work to 
support societ y, but are rejected from the 
social fabr ic .  While this may sound far-
fetched, humanizing objects is one way we 
can begin to understand the magnitude of 
their ef fect . 
A
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F lat ontology der ives from cr it iques and 
modif ications of pr inciples of fered by 
phenomenology in the 20th centur y. 
It  cuts a layer deeper than Maur ice 
Mer leau-Ponty ’s notion of enmeshment , 
which suggests that ever ything exists 
in a completely equilateral tapestr y of 
mutual af fect and no single entit y exists 
independently of those around it .6 F lat 
ontology concretises the dist inct identit y 
of each form, and scrutinizes the specif ic 
and local ways in which those forms 
relate to one another.  This premise has 
one ef fect that becomes central to post-
object form as it relates to architectural 
design:  the relationship between forms is 
at its root , aesthetic .  This insight comes 
by way of Graham Harman, a key f igure 
in the f ield of Object-Or iented Ontology 
(OOO),  who follows Martin Heidegger ’s 
tool analysis to uncover that the common 
denominator for all  entit ies is their abilit y 
to withdraw.7 The tool analysis is based 
on Heidegger ’s obser vation that objects 
are submissive and rest ‘withdrawn’ in 
the background of the ever yday until  they 
break , at which point they become present 
to us because they ’ve lost their use-
value. For Harman, this means all  objects 
withdraw, exist ing in a f lat ontology. In 
this f lat ontology, relat ionships are formed 
aesthetically,  as they become present 
to us through sensor y ef fects.  In his 
work , thanks to this realization, objects 
are specif ically able to engage with one 
another because they have no pre-exist ing 
web of relat ions. 
For post-object form, these relat ions form 
the connective t issue of the f lat ontology. 
An ear ly attempt to make them v isible 
has been made by Actor-Network Theor y 
(ANT )8:  by f lattening social dynamics 
to an extreme, ANT shined a spot light 
on any new relat ion that might form.9 
However, Latour ’s relat ional approach has 
been cr it ic ised by Graham Harman, a key 
f igure in Object-Or iented Ontology,  for 
it s neglect of “relata”—the ver y stuf f of 
relat ions.10 In other words, by reducing 
ever y thing to it s act ion — seeing 
ever y entit y as an actor in a network — 
Latour ignores the idiosyncracies of the 
relat ions that emerge out of this network . 
In Latour ’s f lat ontology, the actions of 
each entit y are brought for th, leav ing no 
myster y as to the ef fect of one entit y on 
the next .  OOO would argue that in fact , 
some entit ies have latent ef fects that 
may not translate into action, or that take 
action on levels inv isible to us. 
So, what we’ve established so far is 
that forms exist f ree of any hierarchy, 
and relat ions between these forms are 
what give us aesthetic ef fects.  Naturally, 
then, as T imothy Morton points out in 
Hyperobjects,  “ it  becomes impossible to 
maintain aesthetic distance.” 11 While his 
work deals more specif ically with the 
status of the object under the ecological 
cr isis ,  it s obser vations prove all  the 
more relevant to gett ing a handle on 
the aesthetic regime that permits this 
equilateral exchange between entit ies. 
Without aesthetic distance, we are faced 
with the realit y that objects are speaking 
the same aesthetic language as are we: a 
language of abstraction, manifested in a 
vocabular y of colour and sur face. 
In a cer tain light ,  the issue of the object 
today is an aesthetic one—or, more 
precisely,  one in which aesthetics c laims 
terr itor y in polit ics and economics, and — 
naturally — culture and philosophy. Since 
the var ious incarnations of the avant-
garde in the ear ly twentieth centur y, ar t 
and design have been on the front lines of 
shaping new modes of perception. 
A
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might have a platform in speculative 
realism. OOO is poised to take the stand, 
and to pick up architecture’s pieces 
to put it  together again. With a f lat 
ontology, form remains on the table, 
as does discretion. Besides these deep 
disciplinar y concerns, lie a set of newly-
established patterns in the practice of 
architecture that direct ly af fect the way 
form is received by the public .  These 
concerns can be understood through the 
pit falls descr ibed by Graham Harman: 
undermining  (understanding things 
through their parts to the exclusion of the 
whole) ;  overmining  (understanding things 
through ef fects to the exclusion of the 
means);  and duomining  (both at once). 
These are pit falls because they attempt to 
displace the object at hand with abstract 
ideas. Mark Gage draws parallels between 
these concepts and two current trends 
in architectural practice: undermining 
through pr iveleging sustanabilit y 
standards over the actual physical building 
it self ;  overmining through explaining the 
building by way of a single arrow diagram 
conveying a formal move; and duomining 
by explaining the building as conveying 
one big idea that ‘solves’ one part icular 
problem posed by an external force.15 
Foolishly,  the building is made to have a 
singular ‘meaning,’  as if  it  were a limer ick , 
and that meaning is made available 
through a single feature of the building. 
An antidote to the syndrome diagnosed 
above has been in the works under the 
guise of affect theory. Sylvia Lavin16 and 
Jeffrey Kipnis17 have both in various ways 
shifted the architectural conversation 
toward the immediate space of surface and 
tectonics and their effects as experienced 
through mood and atmosphere. Perhaps 
one of the more direct translations of these 
principles in architecture has been a recent 
play with f iguration in practices where 
the power of the architectural drawing 
is leveraged to defer legibilit y in favor 
of multiple and shifting readings.18 This, 
a hopeul avenue to replace the legacy of 
architecture drawn forth from its context , 
another easy translation of the speculative 
realist desire to make architecture come 
forth from its withdrawn state—both in 
recent incarnations of cr itical regionalism 
and in landscape urbanism. 
They key to unlocking a new status for 
architectural form in a f lat-ontological 
mater ial and social culture is in looking 
c losely at the way form appears and 
withdraws: the way it addresses or 
neglects background and foreground. 
Throughout the twentieth centur y, 
architecture has receded fur ther and 
fur ther into the background of our daily 
li ves. This,  in part ,  is through the value 
systems adopted at var ious t imes by 
designers dur ing modernism — leveraging 
function above all  else, or camouf laging 
buildings so as to be ‘sensit ive’ to a given 
context — and in part through the r ise 
of gener ic developments — architecture’s 
absorption of mass production, and an 
overwhelming market dr ive towards 
cheap and fast development . As a result , 
architecture has rarely been judged on it s 
own mer its.  Architectural audiences will 
look f irst at a building’s relat ions to it s 
context or to parameters circumscr ibed 
by zoning or market needs — before they 
consider architecture on architectural 
terms: for instance, the design of a 
plan to facilitate interactions between 
a brother and a sister in a house, or a 
soar ing atr ium in a museum that creates 
optical connections between galler ies. The 
preference for what Harman descr ibes as 
duomining — at once oversimplif y ing vast 
problems and ascr ibing their solution to 
a single component —  in architecture 
is what f igures in OOO would call  naive 
By operating direct ly with the toolset 
of aesthetics,  ar t ists have the abilit y to 
incubate a new aesthetic langauge and 
to suggest new modes of perception. 
Ar t constitutes objecthood at any given 
moment in histor y, and the credit can 
cer tainly be given to design. In a recent 
issue of Log, architects Todd Gannon, 
David Ruy, and Tom Wiscombe spoke 
to Graham Harman about OOO and 
what it  might mean for the practice of 
architecture. Todd Ganon brought up 
the Russian formalists,  who were quick 
to realize this latent power in ar t ,  and 
made it operable through the concept of 
estrangement : the notion that a continued 
aesthetic shock to the v iewer would 
somehow jolt them into comfort with an 
emerging culture.13 The Constructiv ists 
and their contemporar ies all  operated 
with the notion of objecthood relevant 
to their t ime: the machine aesthetic 
had separated objects from their human 
makers, but there was st il l  an ontological 
distance between humans and things. 
Today, as OOO would have it ,  estrangement 
is a basic condit ion of all  objects,  not 
an inversion technique per formed onto 
the unsuspecting v iewer by the ar t ist .
Instead of act ing like a weapon between 
an enlightened ar t ist and an uneducated 
public ,  ar t and design become the venue 
where the true status of relat ions between 
things big and small  might sur face and 
make themselves v isible.14
Architecture today benef it s f rom a f lat 
ontology as it  of fers a much-needed 
coherence to a f ield that ’s st il l  recover ing 
from the postructuralist f ragmentation 
of Derr ida and then the inf initely smooth 
f lows of Deleuze. Since poststructuralism, 
and perhaps naturally because of it , 
it  has been dif f icult to see a common 
conversation in the f ield. However, Deleuze 
opened a dialogue where architecture 
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realism :  a fundamental belief that objects 
are merely what we see before us, and 
that our senses give us direct access to 
their essence. A counterpoint to this can 
be found in Morton’s work , which c laims 
that the essence is always withdrawn. 
For architectural form to play an active part 
in our lives, designers need to leverage its 
ability to be drawn forth into the foreground 
using perception, not technology. Latour 
posits a call-to-action in his text, suggesting 
that because objects aren’t accounted 
for on the basis that they leave no trace 
except in their moment of becoming, we 
nned to find ways for object to “offer 
descriptions of themselves, to produce 
scripts of what they are making others 
— humans or non-humans — do.”19 To 
the architectural imagination, many of his 
solutions quickly point to postmodernism 
and its litany of techniques of indexicality 
and communication. However, our historical 
vantage point allows us to shed light instead 
on the notion of architecture conceived 
as a grammar of relat ions. This would be 
symptomatic of the same interobjective 
framework discussed in much of the 
circ les descr ibed above: entit ies can only 
be exper ienced obliquely,  through their 
relat ions to other entit ies. E xamples of 
this are rampant in phenomenology, from 
Heidegger ’s description of the wind we 
never hear (but the rustling of leaves we 
do hear) to the simple notion that you can 
never see both sides of the same coin. 
While this proves the complete f lat ontology 
of ANT impossible, it creates new wiggle 
room for design practices under Capitalism: 
when architecture accepts that , as any 
entit y, its default state is withdrawal, 
and the primary language of its effects 
is aesthetic in nature, it can leverage its 
own visual and sensory appearance to 
selectively enter into dialogue with other 
entities, making these relations visible. 
Form is not only object : it can take the 
form of sports games and social customs. 
If we can entertain the notion that 
Latour ’s theory can be turned inside-out 
for the sake of architecture, we arr ive 
at post-object form: action itself has 
form, and that form is designed obliquely  
through its relations to other entities. 
Architecture is liberated from the default 
justif ications of its economic situation, 
its zoning envelope, or its LEED rating. The 
whole has retroactive effects on its own 
components, exceeding the sum of its parts.
o
“The surface 
[becomes] 
manifestly ef-
fective rather 
than tectonic 
when archi-
tecture seeks 
mood instead 
of meaning.” 
—Sylvia Lavin
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In Brazil ,  designers have been pushing 
at the vulnerabilit ies of the architectural 
object since the countr y ’s building boom in 
the 1940s. Now, as the tenth largest econ-
omy in the wor ld, with 80% of it s popu-
lat ion concentrated in it s c it ies,  it  stands 
as a model for a rapidly-industr ializ ing 
societ y, where the status of the object is 
more precar ious than ever.1 
São Paulo became the countr y ’s industr ial 
capital between the 40s and 60s, growing 
in population from 1.3 to 4.3 million. 2 At 
this t ime, the concrete modernism of the 
Paulista school was at it s peak . A long with 
locally-trained João V ilanova Art igas, Eu-
ropean-trained Gregor i Warchavchik , Franz 
Heep, Rino Lev i,  and L ina bo Bardi f looded 
the cit y ’s architecture scene in the 1950s, 
forming the Paulista st y le.  The designs by 
these architects done dur ing this per iod 
were character ized by a commitment to 
structure, detailing, and social good. Raw 
concrete, rough textures and innovations 
in tectonics gave these buildings an indus-
tr ial  qualit y.  Typically,  the buildings would 
touch the ground on four points, allowing 
an open ground f loor to bleed into the cit y. 
This openness carr ied through the interiors, 
making optical connections between spaces 
wherever possible. Many of the f loor plans 
allowed for f lexibilit y,  comprising simple 
volumes within simple envelopes. 2 Push-
ing away the object-based design culture 
prevalent in Rio de Janeiro and Brasí lia 
at the t ime,3 they tended more towards 
projects that would improve the exist ing 
condit ions of a cer tain site or communit y.
In many ways, modernism arr ived in São 
Paulo in the guise of cultural centers that 
drew from the industr ial  vocabular y al-
ready present in the cit y at the t ime. This 
premise allowed designers to shif t their 
understanding of what a building could be, 
and how it could be read by the public .  For 
L ina Bo Bardi,  architecture could recede to 
the background, becoming a social infra-
structure for a post-industr ial society. 3
For Roberto Burle Marx , space was the cho-
reography of color and surface,4 not the still 
life of Niemeyer or Juan Sánchez Cotán.5 
These rev italizations were ult imately un-
able to rev ive the histor ic c it y center,  and 
economic incentive began to f low back into 
Avendia Paulista, the cit y ’s f inancial ar ter y. 
As well ,  the militar y dictatorship between 
1960 and 1985 marked a morator ium on 
the booming cultural industr y in São Paulo. 
The cit y soon became the nation’s f inan-
cial capital ,  with focus shif t ing away from 
the industr ial  per ipher y to the f inancial 
center.  Industr ial  structures were convert-
ed to markets, and new t ypes of mixed-use 
buildings came into fashion. 
Today, the cit y has over twenty million 
inhabitants in it s metropolitan region, with 
11.11 million liv ing within the bounds of the 
administrat ive cit y center.  The cit y gener-
ates 20% of the countr y ’s GDP at a time 
when the countr y is witness to r ise of a 
new middle class. With the help of macro-
economic restructuring and improvements 
to social welfare, 30 million Brazilians were 
able to move above the poverty line in the 
past two decades. This emerging middle 
class has the effect of at once expanding 
the internal consumer market and exacer-
bating an already-prevalent class disparit y. 
Socioeconomic inequalit y takes many 
appearances in the urban form of the cit y, 
cast in deeper relief on the cit y ’s outskir t s . 
A massive migration from northeast Brazil 
into the São Paulo region dur ing the 1970s 
inf lated the cit y ’s real estate pr ices, giv ing 
lower-income residents nowhere to go but 
to the ever-expanding favelas throughout 
the cit y and dominant in it s per ipher y. 
Between the 70s and 90s, the favela popu-
lation grew from 1% of the cit y ’s population 
to 20%.6 The favela Paraisopolis direct ly 
abuts the upper c lass Morumbi communit y, 
and condit ions like this prevail  throughout 
the cit y.  Fences surround communit ies and 
walls surround most buildings. São Paulo 
is a cit y for t if ied against it self,  restr ict ing 
access to of f ice buildings and malls,  and 
subscr ibing to a model of public space that 
hinges on it s own sur veil lance. The dis-
continuous fabr ic creates two cit ies, where 
the favela communit ies access one, and 
the upper c lass accesses the other.
A lack of planning combined with unex-
pected growth dur ing the twentieth centu-
r y lef t many parts of the cit y without basic 
water and sewage infrastrcuture. Where 
urban planners have  taken action, it ’s 
been for the benef it of economic develop-
ment and in the interest of pr ivate stake-
holders, rarely with the aim of giv ing the 
cit y any k ind of coherence. It ’s no supr ise 
that many say the term “urban jungle” was 
coined to descr ibe São Paulo: at a popu-
lat ion densit y of 9000 people per square 
k ilometer7 and an urban fabr ic that evades 
common architectural descr ipt ions, it ’s a 
cit y lef t to the wild. The cit y doesn’t have 
a c lear center with the high-r ise towers 
that would mark a sk y line, nor does it have 
a coherent constellat ion of gem buildings, 
nor a homogenous urban character.  The 
best way to descr ibe it is through the 
panoramic v iew given from the top of the 
Edif íc io Itália:  the built  landscape extends 
towards the mountains along the hor izon, 
and public projects that seem imposing 
from the street immeately get lost f rom 
above.7
o
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t h e  w o r k  c o m p l e t e d  b y  K a t h e r i n e  F a r l e y  a n d  D e b o ra h 
B e r k e  w i t h  s t u d e n t s  a t  t h e  Ya l e  S c h o o l  o f  A r c h i t e t u r e . 
2
G o n z a l o  A g u i l a r,  Po e s i a  c o n c r e t a  b ra s i l e i r a :  a s  v a n -
g u a r d a s  n a  e n c r u z i l h a d a  m o d e r n i s t a   ( S ã o  Pa u l o : 
E d u s p ,  2 0 0 5 ) ,  2 5 1 .  C i t e d  i n  S é r g i o  B .  M a r t i n s , 
C o n s t r u c t i n g  a n  Av a n t - G a r d e :  A r t  i n  B ra z i l ,  2 0 1 3 ,  2 7.
3
A  c l a s s i c  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  Pa u l i s t a  s c h o o l  i s  J o ã o  V i l a -
n o v a   A r t i g a s ’  FAU - U S P  ,  1 9 6 1 .
5
L i n a  B o  B a r d i ,  S E S C  Po m e p i a ,    1 9 7 7.
6
R o b e r t o  B u r l e  M a r x ,   B a n c o  S a f ra ,  1 9 8 2 .
7
B a c k g r o u n d  i m a g e :  a u t h o r ’ s  o w n . 
S ã o  Pa u l o  f r o m  a b o v e ,  J u n e  2 0 1 5 .
3
T h e  d e s i g n s  o f  O s c a r  N e i m e y e r  w e r e  c o n c e i v e d ,  l i k e 
M a t i s s e ’ s  w o r k  o n  p a g e  3 1 ,  i n  a  v e r y  t o p - d o w n ,  a u t h o -
r i a l  m a n n e r.  A  q u o t e  f r o m  N e i m e y e r  d e s c r i b e s  h i s  p r o -
c e s s :  “ I  s e t  d o w n  s o m e  l i n e s  a n d  t h e y  w e r e  s u d d e n l y  a 
b i r d . ” ( I n  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  I n e k e  H o l t w i j k  i n  “ B ra z i l : 
T h e  M u l t i c u l t u ra l  M i x  a s  a  G l o b a l  B ra n d , ” i n  B ra z i l 
C o n t e m p o ra r y,  N A i  P u b l i s h e r s ,  2 0 0 9 .  1 8 .
O s c a r  N i e m e y e r,  N a t i o n a l  C o n g r e s s ,  1 9 5 8 . 
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In São Paulo, we f ind a language of colour 
and abstraction play ing out in the cit y ’s 
ever yday urbanism. In the past decade, 
image culture has begun to inhabit the 
urban form of the cit y it self.   Had William 
Gibson waited three years to wr ite Pattern 
Recognit ion, São Paulo would have been 
his protagonist ’s absolute utopia. The sto-
r y centers around Cayce Pollard, an adver-
t ising consultant who has built  a career on 
her biological sensit iv it y to ads. Pollard is 
allergic to logos and advert ising, and she 
goes about her days wear ing solid-colored 
c lothes with all  the labels meticulously 
removed. Without all  the applique, she can 
better focus on the phenomena that lie 
behind brand imager y. 
In 2006, São Paulo’s center-r ight municipal 
government led by Mayor Gilber to Kass-
ab enacted the Lei Cidade Limpa ,  which 
translates to “C lean Cit y Act ” and entails 
a cit y-wide ban on all  outdoor advert ising. 
It s just if icat ion was what the municipal 
government identif ied as an unmanageable 
amount of v isual pollut ion, which ampli-
f ied the c laustrophobic feelings associ-
ated with urban densit y.  As part of the 
municipal government ’s “strategic master 
plan of São Paulo,” it s mission was to give 
the cit y coherence. Af ter it  was passed, 
commercial murals were painted over ; 
bil lboards were taken down; and posters 
were removed, leav ing the cit y bathed in 
an abstract play of light and color.  L ike a 
Robert Ryman painting,1 the cit y had been 
redacted, and the absence of the image 
sounded all  the more loudly.  This ban 
fundamentally challenges the representa-
tion of the object in the 21st centur y cit y. 
Without these large-scale ads, the subject 
of the cit y is no longer the objects it  might 
of fer, 2 but the mater ial culture—the space 
of tectonics, graphics, and af fect— that 
make up it s urban form. 
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 s ã o  p a u l o ’ s  a d v e r t i s i n g  b a n
1
R o b e r t  R y m a n ,  U n t i t l e d ,  ~ 1 9 9 7.
2
N e i l  D e n a r i  t a l k s  a b o u t  t h e  r o l e  o f  d e s i r e  a n d  s e d u c -
t i o n  i n  c o m m e r c i a l  i m a g e  c u l t u r e .  W i t h  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 
a s  i t s  b a s i s ,  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f  c o n s u m p t i o n  i n g ra i n s  a 
s u b j e c t s  w i t h i n  t h e  o b j e c t .  I t  s u r r o u n d s  t h e  o b j e c t  w i t h 
s u r fa c e s  o n t o  w h i c h  a n y o n e  c a n  p r o j e c t  t h e i r  d e s i r e . 
I n t e r r u p t e d  P r o j e c t i o n s ,  1 9 . 
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The Act drew overwhelming support f rom 
the public and, naturally,  substantial 
cr it ic ism from the advert ising industr y. 
To this day, there are continued debates 
about what exact ly constitutes advert is-
ing—whether the cit y ’s strong tradit ion of 
street ar t and mural painting adds to the 
v isual noise descr ibed by Kassab ’s govern-
ment ; whether commissioned murals can 
always be linked to commercial goods; and 
whether small  signs in outdoor markets 
mer it the same level of scrutiny as large-
scale advert isements promoting interna-
tional per fume brands. 
In any case, images of post-2006 São Pau-
lo str ike us as uncanny : upon f irst glance, 
it ’s hard to identif y what exact ly is dif fer-
ent about , or missing from, these images 
of a gener ic c it y.  But there is an overall 
absence that foregrounds that which is 
t ypically background: architectural form. 
The 21st centur y metropolis is the bir th of 
global image culture, and str ipping the cit y 
bare creates an entirely new breed of v i-
sual culture: one made up of the architec-
tural and natural forms that populate the 
urban landscape. In the af termath of the 
cit y ’s denuding, journalists have descr ibed 
lay ing eyes on newly-unveiled ar t deco fa-
cades, but even the gener ic stucco facades 
lining the Minhocão highway have since 
found a new architectural signif icance 
within the cit y ’s collect ive urban form. 
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In a cer tain light ,  the intersections be-
tween architecture and image culture have 
been latent in Brazilian design culture 
since modernism. Bas-relief,  mosaic ,  and 
supergraphics have all  been recurr ing 
elements of building design since the 
building boom of the 1950s and 60s. The 
1950s also saw the r ise of a new graph-
ic culture taking root in the shif t f rom 
agr iculture to an industr ial  economy that 
brought about a newfound need for a 
pr int culture, branding, and advert ising. 
The appeal of such a f ine level of v isual 
resolution resonated with design culture 
at large. The t ile murals and azulejos of 
Cândido Port inar i 3 and Paulo Werneck4 
can be seen on the sur faces of modernist 
works by the likes of Oscar Niemeyer and 
Le Corbusier across the countr y, br inging 
into sharper focus the cultural milieu of 
these otherwise blank , concrete forms. 
The most per vasive trail  by far is the one 
lef t by Roberto Bur le Mar x , in the form of 
his highly graphic pav ing patterns, bas-re-
liefs,  and landscapes — not to mention 
the paintings and tapestr ies he completed 
alongside his architectural work .5 His work 
was revolutionar y for it s abilit y to ignite a 
dialogue between two-dimensional graphic 
practice and landscape design. Conceiv ing 
gardens as if  they were paintings made 
up of abstract geometr ies and pure f ields 
of color — he took charge of an aesthetic 
condition already present in the cit y ’s forms 
and revealed in these photographs, taken in 
the denuded downtown of São Paulo.
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3
C â n d i d o  Po r t i n a r i ,   t i l e w o r k  f o r  S t ,  F ra n c i s  o f
A s s i s i  C h u r c h  i n  Pa m p u l h a ,  w h i c h  w a s  d e s i g n e d  b y 
O s c a r  N i e m e y e r,   1 9 4 3 .
4
Pa u l o   We r n e c k  c o m p l e t e d  m a n y  o f  t h e s e   l o o s e l y  f i g -
u r e d  b l l u e  m o s a i c s  ,  o n  b u i l d i n g s  d o n e  b y   p r o m i n e n t 
a r c h i t e c t s  a s  w e l l  a s  g e n e r i c   b u i l d i n g s  a r o u n d  B ra z i l . 
5
R o b e r t o  B u r l e  M a r x ,    p r o m e n a d e  a t  C o p a c a b a n a 
B e a c h  i n  R i o ,   1 9 7 0 .
“In painting as in music 
and literature, what is 
called abstract so often 
seems to me the figurative 
of a more delicate and 
difficult reality, less visible 
to the naked eye.”
 
— Clarice Lispector5
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In the 1960s, a group of Brazilian ar t ists 
set out to forge an avant-garde that would 
be dist inct ly Brazilian, set apart f rom its 
North American contemporar ies by the 
ver y nature of it s roots. A few front-run-
ners of this push were Lygia C lark ,1 Lygia 
Pape, 2 and Hélio Oit ic ica, 3 and their col-
lect ive desire was above all  to include the 
v iewer in the object of the work . This of-
ten translated to ar t that was part ic ipator y 
and appealed to the senses. While these 
ambit ions led the Brazilian avant-garde to 
sculptural abstract ion, mirror ing what was 
happening in the U.S. at the t ime; Bra-
zilian ar t ists sought to object if y part ic i-
pation it self,  rather than maintaining the 
subject/object dichotomy that American 
minimalism would maintain. What Michael 
Fr ied refered to as the ‘ theatr ical ’  qualit y 
of minimalist sculpture,4 for Hélio Oit ic ica 
and his Brazilian contemporar ies became 
a mult i-player game. The object shif ted 
it s posit ion, becoming active and allowing 
more space for other entit ies.
A
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B a c k g r o u n d  i m a g e :  Ly g i a  C l a r k , 
M o d u l a t e d  s u r fa c e  n o .  9 , 
i n d u s t r i a l  p a i n t  o n  w o o d ,  1 9 5 7. 
2
Ly g i a  Pa p e ,  T h e  B o o k  o f  T i m e ,  1 9 6 1 - 6 3 ,
3
H é l i o  O i t i c i c a ,  M e t a e s q u e m a ,  g o a c h e  o n  p a p e r,  1 9 5 8 .
5
 S e e  M i c h a e l  F r i e d ,  “A r t  a n d  O b j e c t h o o d , ” 1 9 6 7.
6
C l a r i c e  L i s p e c t o r,  T h e  F o r e i g n  L e g i o n  ,
t r a n s .  G i o v a n n i  Po n t i e r o ,  1 9 8 8 .
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“By the unification of architecture, 
sculpture, and painting, a new plastic 
reality will  be created. Painting and 
sculpture will  not manifest them-
selves as separate objects, nor as  
‘mural art’ or ‘applied art,’ but being 
purely constructive, will  aid the 
creation of a surrounding not merely 
utilitarian or rational,  but also pure 
and complete in its beauty.” 
—Piet Mondrian14
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7
“ We  d o  n o t  c o n c e i v e  o f  t h e  w o r k  o f  a r t  a s  a  ‘m a c h i n e ’ 
o r  a s  a n  ‘o b j e c t ’ ,  b u t  a s  a  q u a s i - c o r p u s ;  t h a t  i s  t o 
s a y,  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  a m o u n t s  t o  m o r e  t h a n  t h e  s u m  o f 
i t s  c o n s t i t u e n t  e l e m e n t s ,  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  a n a l y s i s  m a y 
b r e a k  d o w n  i n t o  v a r i o u s  e l e m e n t s  b u t  t h a t  c a n  o n l y  b e 
t h o r o u g h l y  u n d e r s t o o d  b y  p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l  m e a n s . ” 
— F e i r r e i r a  G u l l a r,  N e o c o n c r e t e  M a n i f e s t o  ( 1 9 5 9 ) 
i n  A r t  i n  B ra z i l ,  2 0 1 1 ,  5 6 . 
8
“ T h e  e x p r e s s i o n  ‘n o n - o b j e c t ’  n ã o  o b j e t o  d o e s  n o t 
a t t e m p t  t o  d e s i g n a t e  a  n e g a t i v e  o b j e c t  o r  a n y t h i n g 
t h a t  i s ,  o r  s u g g e s t s ,  t h e  o p p o s i t e  o f  m a t e r i a l  o b j e c t s 
w i t h  p r o p e r t i e s  e x a c t l y  c o n t ra r y  t o  t h e s e  o b j e c t s .  T h e 
n o n - o b j e c t  i s  n o t  a n  a n t i - o b j e c t ,  b u t  a  s p e c i a l  o b j e c t 
i n  w h i c h  a  s y n t h e s i s  o f  s e n s o r i a l  a n d  m e n t a l  e x p e r i -
e n c e s  i s  a s s u m e d  a s  r e a l i z e d ;  a  b o d y  t r a n s p a r e n t  t o 
p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l  k n o w l e d g e ,  i n t e g ra l l y  p e r c e p t i b l e , 
w h i c h  g i v e s  i t s e l f  t o  p e r c e p t i o n  w i t h o u t  l e a v i n g  a 
r e m a i n d e r.  A  p u r e  a p p e a ra n c e . ” 
— F e r r e i r a  G u l l a r,  “ T h e o r y  o f  t h e  N o n - O b j e c t ” ( 1 9 6 0 ) , 
i n  A r t  i n  B ra z i l ,  2 0 1 1 ,  5 9 .
9
S é r g i o  B .  M a r t i n s ,  “ ( N o n - ) O b j e c t s ” 
i n  C o n s t r u c t i n g  a n  Av a n t - G a r d e ,  2 0 1 3 ,  4 0
1 0
A m i l c a r  d e  Ca s t ro ’ s  p ra c t i c e  c a n  b e  d e s c r i b e d  b y  t h e 
a c t  o f  t a k i n g  t h e  p l a n e  a s  a n  o b j e c t ,  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t l y 
c u t t i n g  a n d  fo l d i n g  i t  u n t i l  t h e  o b j e c t  v a n i s h e d  e n t i r e l y.
 A m i l c a r  d e  C a s t r o ,  C a r ra n c a ,  s t e e l ,  1 9 78 .
In fact ,  according to some proponents 
of the movement , the object had not 
just stepped out of the limelight—it had 
vanished entirely.  Ferreira Gullar took this 
stance when he wrote his Theory of the 
Non-Object ,  a manifesto for the Neo-con-
cretist movement , which took shape in Rio 
at the end of the 1950s. While São Paulo’s 
Concretism shif ted the v iewer ’s reception 
of a work to a purely conceptual level, 
dismissing the phenomenal qualit ies that 
address the senses; Neo-concretism was 
an ef for t to f lip this on it s head, taking on 
the geometr ic abstraction and aesthetic 
expression of neoplast ic ism and suprema-
tism with the ambit ion of being far more 
part ic ipator y and interdisciplinar y than it s 
Concretist precedents. The emphasis was 
all  on the wor ld born out of the exper ience 
of the v iewer, so the ar t ist ’s process didn’t 
matter.  While the Concretists subscr ibed 
to gestalt psychology, Neo-concretism 
adopted a more phenomenological v iew. 
The gestalt proved inadequate in an un-
derstanding of form that was constant ly 
unfolding, conceptually and formally.  In 
short ,  Neo-concretism sought out the hu-
man within the concrete.7 
For Gullar,  “object ” meant any ordinar y 
thing: a pencil ,  a stool,  or a jacket .  A 
non-object would be found in the terr itor y 
newly reser ved for ar t objects,  ef fect ively 
reliev ing them of the status of ever y-
day things.8 The non-object evolved from 
modernism into the geometr ic abstraction 
of the 1950s, taking existentialism and 
phenomenology as it s philosophical cores 
and a stance against medium specif ic it y as 
it s tool.9 
The non-object f it s comfortably within the 
ar t histor ical legacy of a two-dimension-
al plane unfolding in three dimensions,10 
which is a useful t rajector y to follow 
towards post-object form. L ike Theo van 
Doesburg before him, Oit ic ica himself 
descr ibed his work as the “ transit ion of 
colour from painting into space.” 11 The 
plane is taken as an object ,  and manipu-
lated: cut ,  folded, and mult iplied until  it ’s 
a non-object .  The third dimension — form 
— is always latent in the plane. 
For Gullar,  much like in this project ,12 the 
shif t ing status of objecthood could be 
traced through the histor y of ar t .  A f ter Im-
pressionism blurred the object ’s boundar-
ies, Cubism r id the object of it s f iguration. 
S lowly, painting evolved from a repre-
sentation of the object to embodying the 
non-object .  Around Picasso’s t ime, more 
relevant murmurs could be heard from 
the abstraction of the de Stij l ,  E lementa-
r ist ,  and Neo-plast ic ist movements. Piet 
Mondr ian was notably of great inf luence to 
Oit ic ica, especially in his desire to achieve 
new equilibr ium through dynamism. As 
well ,  Oit ic ica adopted many aspects of 
Mondr ian’s ideology and interpreted it 
as a theor y not formulaic of an expected 
formal output , but as a general call  for the 
ar ts to keep pace with their contemporar y 
polit ical and mater ial condit ions.13 While 
Mondr ian’s composit ions relied heavily 
on lines, Oit ic ica used pure colour f il ls to 
appeal to an atmospher ic ef fect upon the 
senses more than to the abstract seman-
tics of lines on a plane.
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T h i s  w a s  t h e  t i t l e  o f  a  1 9 6 2  e s s a y  b y  O i t i c i c a .
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S e e  1 4 -2 7  i n  t h i s  v o l u m e  f o r  t h e  t r a j e c t o r y  o f  o b j e c t -
h o o d  t h r o u g h  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  a r t ,
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S e e  O i t i c i c a ’ s  1 9 6 2  e s s a y : 
“ T h e  Tra n s i t i o n  o f  C o l o u r  f r o m  t h e  Pa i n t i n g  i n t o  S p a c e 
a n d  t h e  M e a n i n g  o f  C o n s t r u c t i v t y ”
1 4
P i e t  M o n d r i a n ,   “ P l a s t i c  A r t  a n d  P u r e  P l a s t i c  A r t . ” 1 9 3 6 .
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One way that Oit ic ica descr ibed these 
practices of his and his contemporar ies 
was under the banner of New Objectiv it y, 
which wasn't about the demater ializa-
tion of the object ,  but rather about an 
extension of it s capacit y.  While prev ious 
avant-gardes had continually used defa-
mailiar ization as a crutch, New Objectiv it y 
promised to instead welcome the v iewer 
in through de-alienation. In the Surrealist 
and Dadaist practices of those like Marcel 
Duchamp, namely the recontextualiza-
tion of ever yday objects v is-a-v is the ar t 
inst itut ion, the form of the object it self 
was overpowered by the social and cultur-
al signif icance t ied to it .  For the Brazilian 
avant-garde, this would constitute a weak 
tactic ,  for it  didn’t question the ontological 
status quo, but merely took the object as a 
given. New Objectiv it y calls for a "general 
constructive will ,”  a notion that grew out 
of Oit ic ica’s ref lect ion on Gullar ’s Theory 
of the Non-Object  and his own war iness 
towards the trap of autonomous discourse.15 
He was searching for a more radical and pro-
ductive framework that maintained a level of 
self-cr it ic ism that was lacking in Gullar.
New Objectiv it y ’s constructive pr inciples 
promote part ic ipation, polit ical and social 
engagement , and a war iness of metanar-
ratives.16 A constructive act could be any 
contr ibution made by an ar t ist to their 
f ield, gett ing at the roots of an ar t prac-
tice and pushing it to it s extreme. At it s 
best ,  a constructive act could tap into a 
latent zeitgeist ,  and coax it into the public 
consciousness by aesthetic means. Most 
of all ,  the constructive ideology elevated 
the medium of sculpture over painting, 
growing out of Oit ic ica’s interest in mono-
chromes and the apparent limits intro-
duced by the medium of painting.17 Mean-
while,  the minimalists gained an interest 
in the advent of edge stress in painting, 
pushing the concepts of post-painter ly 
abstraction fur ther st il l ,  into the three-di-
mensional realm.18 Both Oit ic ica and the 
minimalists wanted to train the v iewer ’s 
eye to be active, but Oiticica’s work dif-
fered in its formulation of ‘participation’: by 
presenting the viewer with “tactile images,” 
form could transcend its object status and 
include the v iewer in it s unfolding.19
Oit ic ica’s practice consisted of four 
branches: “penetrables” in the form of 
installatons, 20 spatial reliefs in the form 
of suspended color planes, 21 bólides17 — 
what could be descr ibed as protot ypes of 
post-object form; and parangolés, 22 which 
were capes and costumes to be worn in 
happenings and per formances. In a cer tain 
light ,  his work progressed towards the 
idea of non-art .  With the paragnolés, he 
sought to integrate the non-object back 
into the wor ld of things. Throughout all  of 
his work , the concept and percept of space 
and colour were of main concern. In the 
Brazilian avant-garde, the exper ience of 
an object constituted it s decoding. At the 
same t ime, the tension between form and 
it s representation was continously on the 
table. E l L issit zk y forged the path towards 
the notion that the third dimension would 
always ar ise from the two-dimensional, 
and this appeared again and again in the 
Brazilian avant-garde, but always with 
the added dimension of the social—the 
relat ional.  To carr y these ideas through 
to building form, the translat ion from two 
to three dimensions becomes ever more 
crucial.  While the neo-concretist form 
emerged from the manipulation of it s or i-
gins in a sur face, post-object architectural 
form might come out of the two-dimen-
sional sur face of the architectural drawing. 
o
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Brazil ’s utopian spir it  is best embodied in 
it s love of sports—the countr y has qual-
if ied for ever y Wor ld Cup, and has f ive 
Wor ld Cup t it les.  Sports culture thr ives, 
nour ishing the cit y ’s c iv ic life both at 
grand scales with wor ld events, and with 
the day-to-day practice of street soccer.
A
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 Throughout the cit y,  there are a number 
of social housing projects built  by the 
national housing bank in the 50s and 60s. 
One such project sit s in the V ila Madalena 
neighborhood in the cit y ’s core.
The communit y hosts f if t y-f ive duplicate 
f ive-storey buildings, echoing the spir-
it of mass production prevalent at the 
t ime—the context doesn’t form a whole, 
but instead duplicate part af ter duplicate 
part .  These buildings surround this proj-
ect ’s site, a rectangular 7500 square meter 
superblock that slopes in two direct ions, 
with a 7m dif ference in elevation between 
it s lowest and highest points.
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AQUAT ICS
OLYMPIC POOL 
LEISURE POOL
DIV ING POOL
POOL DECK
STUDIOS
 2 X 40-PIECE EXERCISE HALL
MOVEMENT STUDIO
BOXING STUDIO
STRETCH
GYMNAST ICS HALL
200m INDOOR TRACK
COURTS
RACQUETBALL X 2
SQUASH SINGLES X 2
SQUASH DOUBLES X 1
 MULT IPURPOSE COURT X 1
TENNIS X 1
SOCCER X 1
VOLLEYBALL X 2
ADMIN 5200 SF
PRIVATE OFF ICES X 4 
STAFF ROOM
STORAGE
SUPPORT
RECEPT ION & LOBBY
F IRST A ID ROOM X 2
DAYCARE
JUICE BAR X 2
LOCKER ROOMS
BATHROOMS
CIRCUL AT ION
MECHANICAL
100 PARKING STALLS
2 2 , 0 0 0  m 2
2350 m2
1150 m2
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350 m2
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500 m2
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400 m2
200 m2
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3400 m2
400 m2
200 m2
750 m2
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800 m2
600 m2
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850 m2
4200 m2
In the wor ld of sports,  international stan-
dards have been der ived from the move-
ment of bodies and equipment in space. A 
communit y facilit y with minimal spectator 
space br ings the actions of each sport into 
dialogue with architectural form. 
Those who use the building come with a 
part icular act iv it y in mind, exper iencing 
it through it s parts,  instead of habitually 
tour ing the building as a whole. 
A
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G a b r i e l  O r o z s c o ,  A t o m i s t s :  A s p r i l l a ,  1 9 9 6 .
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Largely,  the athlet ics facilit y has histor i-
cally been designed with an object-minded 
approach: large objects ancor a gr id of 
parts,  all  t reated with a uniform height 
der ived from the lowest common de-
nomination of required ceiling c learance. 
Smaller ancil lar y halls f loat to the top or 
line the per imeter.  As a result ,  the build-
ing is exper ienced f irst as a whole from 
the outside, and then as a highly itemized 
set of parts on it s inter ior.  Graphic and 
mater ial expression is constrained to the 
play ing sur face.
A c loser study of the way these standard 
planes are used reveals that they ’re far 
f rom static :  movement inscr ibes a volu-
metr ic zone, and as each game, match, 
run, or swim plays out , object-form quick ly 
proves inadequate for the movement that 
occurs on these planes.
A
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What I ’d like to suggest ,then, is that these 
spaces, instead of being designed v is-a-v is 
their objecthood — as bounded, discrete 
volumes — they be choreographed rela-
t ionally and understood through sur face 
and colour.  Formally,  this means deploy ing 
a number of relat ional techniques: volu-
metr ic unfolding, colour project ion across 
planes, and f igural superf luit y.  In short , 
the objects are taken apart and put back 
together again as a new wor ld of net-
worked relat ions. 
With this approach, form is act ive at 
it s ver y inception, in the way it forms 
a network as one moves from part to 
part .  This design understands that the 
athlet ics facilit y is exper ienced only in 
part—no one comes to do all  the things; 
you come to use the pools and you leave, 
you come, play basketball ,  and maybe lif t 
some weights, and you leave. This means, 
though the weaving of the programmatic 
units,  that cer tain elements fall  away into 
the background while others are active and 
foregrounded in relation to the subject .
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The basement level  contains the park ing 
lot ,  accessible by a ramp at the southwest 
corner of the ground level;  storage space, 
and two volleyball  courts ser v iced by an 
elevator or entered direct ly f rom the park ing 
lot .  A stair at the northwest corner leads up 
to the main locker room, and another stair 
moves along the pink gymnastics volume, 
br inging v isitors up into the gymnastics hall . 
(See 80-83.)
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The ground level  has entrances at the 
northwest and southwest corners. Both 
entrances have access to locker areas, but 
v isitors may choose to circulate direct ly 
through to the activ it y spaces. A juice bar 
wraps a column slab that supports the bot-
tom of the div ing pool.  The pool ’s basin pro-
trudes down through the slab of the second 
f loor and br ings it s colour down onto the 
space around the juice  bar on the ground 
f loor.  (See 96-97.)
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On the second f loor,  an entrance at the 
northeast corner ser ves parents and guard-
ians who want to drop children of f at the 
daycare center before using the facilit ies. 
As well ,  a staircase to the r ight of the lobby 
leads up to the condit ioned aquatics spaces. 
The running track ’s f loor ing system leaks 
out of the bounds of the track , to engage 
the entire f loor as an active sur face sur-
rounding a void that looks down into the 
racquetball  and squash courts.  (See 90-95.)
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The third f loor has an entrance at the 
southeast corner,  leading into an outdoor 
corr idor between the louvers and curtain-
wall ,  with the option of enter ing the equip-
ment hall  direct ly,  or continuing through the 
soccer pitch towards the aquatics center or 
a pilates c lass in the movement studio. 
M O V E M E N T  S T U D I O
D I V I N G  P O O L
A Q U AT I C S  S T R E T C H S O C C E R  P I T C H
R UA  HERM A N B I S SEN
+ 0m
+1m
+2m
+3m
+ 4 m
+5m
+ 6m
+7m
R
U
A
 J
O
Ã
O
 M
IG
U
EL
 J
A
R
R
A
C A R D I O  I I
S T O R A G E
C A R D I O  I
67
T E R R A C E
W E I G H T  R O O M K I C K B O X I N G
S T U D I O
E Q U I P M E N T
 S T U D I O  I I
M A R T I A L  A R T S 
S T U D I O
E Q U I P M E N T
 S T U D I O  I
R UA  JACOBE  A LT
R
U
A
 M
A
N
U
EL EN
R
IQ
U
E LO
P
E
S
0 5 1 0 1 5 2 5 m
t h i r d  f l o o r  p l a n
D
B
CA
p o s t - o b j e c t  f o r m  / s a s h a  p l o t n i k o v a
68
On the fourth f loor,  v isitors exper ience the 
cumulative ef fect of the voids created to 
fulf il l  required ceiling c learances. Looking 
down from the mult i-purpose court into the 
atr ium along the east facade, one can see 
the f lattening ef fect of the running track , 
gymnastics hall ,  stretch space, and volley-
ball  courts as they stack around the shif t ing 
void. On the acquatics mezzanine, v isitors 
can look down into the div ing pool,  watching 
divers practice their jumps. From the leisure 
pool,  v isitors might catch f igments of the 
arms and legs of the most agile divers  The 
massive Olympic pool acts as background to 
all  this act iv it y,  it s act ive sur face tucked out 
of sight on the f loor above. (See 100-101.)
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The roof is entirely occupiable, integrating 
light monitors above the soccer f ield as 
topographic elements, and accomodating 
both c learances and shading requirments 
with sloped roofs above the div ing pool and 
the mult i-purpose court .  (See 104-105).
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Enter ing the park ing garage, v istors round 
the corner to see an undulating pink under-
belly in an otherwise monosaturated blue 
space. The park ing spaces f igure against the 
blue of the ground and play with the dis-
t inct ion between line and f ield. 
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Above the park ing lot ,  the gymnastics hall  is 
largely def ined by a pink layer of paint that 
extends up the wall  that cuts through all 
four f loors, and by  a slight drop in the f loor 
plate, to accomdate the high c learances of 
many of the jumps and swings. The salm-
on-coloured volleyball  volume slopes along 
the east wall . 
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The double facade system allows both 
condit ioned and uncondit ioned spaces to 
exist within the single volume def ined by 
the louvered outer facade. Here, along the 
east facade, the condit ioned volume (lef t) 
steps back , and a void inv ites the sidewalk 
in, creating a public walkway alongside the 
programmatic spaces. (See page 112.)
 The sidewalk then becomes a mezzanine 
when the ground f loor gives way to a large 
atr ium that reveals the stacking planes of 
the track below, the weight room, and the 
mult ipurpose court above. 
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Looking back across the void from the third-
f loor open-air weight room, v isitors see 
hor izontal planes track through openings 
in ver t ical planes. This creates an ef fect of 
dynamism: the circulator y movement along 
the running track and the linear it y of the 
graphics and railings emphasize movement 
parallel  to the ground, while the ver t ical 
planes splice this movement to create dis-
crete zones. 
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Squash and racquetball  are one-direct ional 
sports that require a sur face direct ly across 
from the players, with side walls only to act 
as guards to keep the ball  within the court . 
The sur face area actually used is delineated 
by the standardized lines: the t in line, the 
ser v ice line, the front wall  l ine, and the side 
wall  l ines. By abstracting the volume of the 
court to the space descr ibed by these lines, 
the squash volume becomes a folded plane, 
easily used as a module and repeated to 
create a group-form as a def init ion of this 
programmatic zone.
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The tops of the squash and racquetball 
courts form a landcsape-like topography 
that emerges from the void cut f rom the 
center of the ovoid running track . The red of 
the track projects down to the f loor of the 
courts below, implicating one programmatic 
unit in the other. 
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The concrete structural system uses pre-
cast concrete double tees t ypical to highway 
construction. The tees allow for long spans 
while lending the project an ‘as-found’ 
tectonic qualit y.  A playful alternation of the 
direct ion of these tees textures the ceiling 
without being biased towards any single 
direct ion. The tees occur in the bays sup-
port ing any per formance f loor ing system 
to prov ide a more robust absorption of the 
most act ive live loads. Here, the large span 
supports the soccer f ield above. To the v is-
itor,  the change in ceiling texture denotes a 
change in function above. 
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The red Mondo f loor ing of the running track 
extends beyond the conf ines of the track 
lines, winding around a void that allows the 
div ing pool to drop down, and around the 
top of the tennis court volume. 
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The ground-f loor juice bar sit s beneath the 
div ing pool,  which drops down from the 
second f loor through a cur v ilinear cut in the 
f loor plate, and projects it s colour treatment 
down onto the exposed f loor below. This 
volumetr ic intrusion pairs with a die-cut 
graphic project ion to introduce a continuit y 
between two otherwise discrete programs 
(lobby and pool). 
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Custom div ing boards carr y the project ’s 
ambit ion down to the detail .  Their forms 
come together through an assemblage of 
planes that ,  in this perspective, act as a 
framing device for the vast volume over the 
div ing pool beyond. 
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The stacked organization of the acquatics 
program allows for each zone (here, div ing 
pool and leisure pool) to be def ined not by 
it s own discrete volume, but by it s location 
within a composit ion of planes. 
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The powder-coated steel staircases act 
as a connective t issue between dif ferent 
volumes, allowing v isitors to move between 
the seams that st itch these var ious spaces 
together.  Here, the stair allows circulat ion 
from one level of the diving pool to the mez-
zanine that over looks it , and experiencially 
links the interior void over the diving pool to 
the f lat expanse of the Olympic pool outside. 
103
p o s t - o b j e c t  f o r m  / s a s h a  p l o t n i k o v a
104
Looking south across the roof deck , past the 
Olympic pool,  v isitors can see the roofs of 
the div ing pool and the mult i-purpose court 
beyond. The top f loors of the surrounding 
buildings have views down onto the roof, which, 
when viewed from above, casts a graphic relief 
over the center of the housing development. 
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Because most sports played within this 
building are played in all directions, buildings 
of its kind tend to be concerned with providing 
their v isitors with lighting that isn’t biased 
in any given direct ion, such that the glare 
from the sun doesn’t disadvantage one player 
over another.  Complete opacit y tends to be 
the default solution, but it  makes for an 
architecture that creates an inter ior wor ld 
with no public face—a bounded object .
0 1 0 m62 4
p o s t - o b j e c t  f o r m  / s a s h a  p l o t n i k o v a
108 109
e a s t  e l e v at i o n
Within the need for an intelligent daylight 
control system is an opportunity for the building 
to act more like a sponge than a cinder block, 
amping up its porosity for aesthetic and social 
effect. This project takes advantage of the 
temperate climate of its site by conceiving of 
the envelope as a double skin. The interior 
skin is a glass curtainwall that wraps select 
spaces that require climate control, such as 
the equipment halls and aquatics spaces. To-
gether with open-air program like the running 
track and soccer pitch, they form a loosely 
rectangular volume that is then bound by a 
skin of operable louvers.
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The louvers are mirrored on one side and 
white on the other,  ref lect ing sunlight onto 
ceilings when there’s less need for lighting 
control, or reflecting the building’s surroundings 
in sections of it s facade when inter iors need 
to be c losed of f f rom sunlight .  At it s most 
transparent , the louvered facade allows 
the inter ior ’s colors to telegraph onto the 
facade, like a stain painting. 
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The two facade systems delaminate at 
moments to host a network of stairs and 
corr idors. Moving within the ver y seams of 
the project — between these two facades 
— visitors are witness to an encounter with 
the relat ionship of one mater ial system to 
another.  Through the transparency of one 
facade and the op-art play of the other,  the 
project teases it s context while seeping into 
it s subcoscious. 
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What follows is a conversation between 
Sasha Plotnikova, Ron Witte, John McMor-
rough, A lbert Pope, Luis Callejas, Ana Mil-
jacki,  Michelle Chang, Troy Schaum, Sarah 
Whit ing, Lars Lerup, and Scott Colman. The 
conversation took place on Fr iday, Januar y 
15, 2016 in the Jur y Room inside Anderson 
Hall  at Rice Universit y.  This t ranscr ipt has 
been edited for brev it y and c lar it y. 
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RON WIT TE: So, let ’s slow this down 
a lit t le bit .  What are you replacing 
the object with? There are a couple of 
dif ferent things that came forward in your 
explanation: one is a form relat ionship; the 
other has to do with colour.  But can you 
tell  me what you’re replacing the object 
with? 
SASHA PLOTNIKOVA :  I ’m replacing the 
object with a breed of form that is al-
ways-already a part of a network . I  see 
the object as, def inded by “objecthood”: 
something that ’s bounded, and fair ly 
unconcerned with anything around it—or, 
specif ically,  with it s relat ionship to the 
subject .  I ’m proposing post-object form, 
which is a form that ’s much more in-
grained in it s place, and has more agency.
RW:  I ’m tr y ing to wrap my mind around 
what that replaces. When you do code — 
and you are prett y c lear in the plans: the 
colours comprise functional units — you 
reinscr ibe a f ield of objects of sor ts.  But 
then when I look at a moment like this1, 
when I ’m standing on red (track) in front 
of pink (gymnastics)—I’m in a double 
state. Should I  read it as a set of double or 
mult iple states all  of the t ime? Or should 
I  read it as a dif ferent k ind of thing, no 
longer an object? 
SP:  I  think it ’s the latter,  what you’re 
gett ing at .  It ’s no longer an object because 
you locate yourslef within it  through the 
ef fects you see when the spaces come 
together.  This perspective2 descr ibes the 
overall  ef fect the best ,  where you’re not 
necessar ily cognizant of the fact that each 
color or sur face corresponds to a space. 
But you’re seeing this f ield of planes which 
in themselves form a k ind of environment , 
or form an identit y for that space. So here, 
you’re not just in the red, you’re not just 
in the blue, you’re in both at once. 
JOHN MCMORROUGH:  You’ve put a lot on 
the table, and I  appreciate the project . 
It ’s hard for me to t ie the threads 
together :  there’s this interest in 
programmatic units,  opening them up, 
making them v isible within the mass. I 
think there’s also this interest in colour, 
which c lear ly is a coding mechanism, but 
then by the porosit y of the sur faces, you 
can get a layer ing of the colours. 
What I ’m most ly cur ious about is ,  not 
so much evaluating the project ,  but 
understanding how you evaluate or 
develop the sense of colour.  It  seems like 
once it ’s in play, we get nice perspectives 
where by dint of the apertures, we get 
this layer ing of colour.  But there’s also the 
composit ional mode that has to do with 
how well  these colours and forms mix .
In some ways, I ’m tr y ing to f igure out 
the dif ference between being in the pink 
gymnasium, which for the most part is a 
mono-saturation of colour with lit t le bit s 
to the side, or something like Corb ’s colour 
problem at the V il la La Roche3,  where 
suddenly the colour went to the inter ior it y, 
at which point it ’s not about the coding of 
designations; it ’s ver y much composit ional. 
And so what I ’m tr y ing to f igure out in this 
post-object form is,  what is the role of 
play ing out these systems which are fair ly 
autonomous and give us cer tain ef fects 
when they collide?
And on the other hand, we actually 
compose these ef fects or c ircumscr ibe 
them because I  think there’s a k ind of 
relat iv ism in the project .  L ike, ever ything’s 
sor t of good ‘cause there’s a lot of 
colour and they all  sor t of match. And 
I  appreciate that ,  but I ’m not sure how 
then to calibrate, or judge, or dist inguish 
between where you would say the collage 
of colours in composit ional sense is super 
attuned, and where it just sor t of happens. 
In other words, there’s just this evenness, 
which seems incompatible with how we 
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star t to judge and measure. And I  haven’t 
really encountered that before. I  mean that 
as a problem: how do you know that you’re 
on the r ight track with these var ious 
collapses of form?
SP:  I  think it s success is most explic it 
when you begin to def ine the spaces 
outside of the colour boundar y ; when 
the form actually becomes an active part 
of something greater than it self.  That 
happens through colour,  but also through 
the interaction between forms through 
sur faces and cuts. Some moments where 
I ’ve tr ied to make that happen is,  let ’s say 
standing between these two forms1,  where 
you see the div ing pool dropping down and 
the tennis court popping up—but from the 
running track you’re not necessar ily sure 
what those things are; they’re more like these 
surreal icebergs emerging onto the scene.
ALBERT POPE :  So does the colour always 
st ick to the program? It seems in some 
ways, it ’s direct ly stuck to the program; in 
other ways you were explaining it ,  it  bled 
out and made connections between spaces 
that otherwise would not be connected, or 
you would not think are connected. Those 
moments are k ind of dif ferent from each 
other.  Is it  both?
SP:  It  is both. For instance, in this 
moment 2 where the columns support ing 
the tennis space in the park ing lot below 
get the yellow treatment so they can act 
as a wayf inding device when you’re not 
partaking in those spaces. So the tennis 
space is in a way partaking in the space 
below it .  The colour is a way for the forms 
to be active outside of the spaces that 
they ’re meant to contain.
AP:  But it ’s always in a minor key? It ’s 
always c lear what the main program 
element for each colour is? 
SP:  As in, would you know that the yellow 
connects to the tennis court? If  you’ve 
never used the tennis court ,  I  don’t think 
you would know, unless you’ve walked 
through it .
LUIS CALLEJAS: I  think it ’s great that it ’s 
not coded. 
AP: Well it  is coded, but it ’s slipped. You’re 
slipping the coding.
LC :  I  love it ,  but at the same t ime, too 
many things are missing just because of 
my familiar it y with the context of building 
in Latin America. You speak about object 
and post-object form and it ’s impossible 
not to think about this relat ionship 
between Gio Ponti,  a designer of objects, 
inf luencing a designer of buildings, L ina 
Bo Bardi,  who was not afraid of using 
colour. 3 While other architects were 
inv it ing ar t ists to carr y out any colour-
related or graphic aspects of the design, 
she was actually introducing her own hand 
through colour and through form. In some 
ways, I  see those furniture collaborations 
between Bo Bardi and Ponti in what you’re 
doing, but over-scaled to buildings that 
probably could have been done in that 
histor ical moment . 
But what you’re proposing could be a 
rev ised version of that as a technique. 
It ’s almost as if  I ’m seeing a playful over-
scaling of cer tain aspects of that design 
culture. It ’s interesting because on the one 
hand, Latin American designers were quite 
conser vative in colour ing large sur faces; 
while in the furniture, you would see what 
you are representing here. 
I  think the next step would be to step 
back and really think how you can connect 
the application of color to these large 
sur faces. And when you translate that 
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f rom industr ial  design to the building 
scale, how can you edit this k ind of work , 
and ref ine it a bit more? Because r ight 
now I ’m not really sure if  you’re into L ina 
Bo Bardi ’s ideas in the 1960s, or whether 
you’re into this North American moment 
where you’re seeing color in ever y single 
space. 
SP:  More Bo Bardi,  def initely—while 
colour saturates more here than it ever 
did in her work , I  would like to think it ’s 
far more deliberately applied than it is in 
the North American design culture you’re 
talk ing about . And there are moments of 
repose from the kaleidoscope, in these 
k ind of spaces that grow from the concrete 
cores and carr y programs like of f ice and 
daycare that have more to do with their 
relat ionship to the facade than with the 
colored planes.1 
RW:  There’s an exercise I ’ve been tr y ing 
to do in my head, which is removing all 
the colour.  And as soon as I  do that ,  it ’s 
ver y volumetr ic .  As soon as I  put the 
colour back in, it  goes to sur face almost 
immediately with some exceptions, like 
when colour turns a corner.  So actually, 
I  think there’s an outcome of the colour 
which is extraordinar ily interesting, and I 
don’t think it ’s without precedent . I  think 
for example ver y simple representations 
of what you’re doing can be found in the 
Barcelona Pavilion. 2 And it ’s hard not to 
think of de Stij l , 3 for example. But I  think 
there’s a k ind of overall  volume and what 
the colour does is it  takes any internal 
volume and it throws it into the air l ike 
confett i.  It ’s st il l  there, it  just recalibrates 
all  the relat ionships within it .  And that ’s 
incredibly powerful.  I  st il l  think we make 
objects,  but you’ve re-tooled the set of 
relat ionships that you’ve laid out in your 
presentation at the beginning, that I  think 
are extraordinar y. A ll  of these have a 
dif ferent relat ionship to one another by 
v ir tue of being sur face-based as opposed 
to being volume-based. That ’s great .
SP : It ’s not just about removing the 
volume. I  don’t have a problem with 
volume. But it  goes back to what Luis and 
A lbert were saying, where L ina Bo Bardi 
would pick out cer tain details 4 and maybe 
paint a lightswitch red, or in the Seatt le 
Central L ibrar y, where there’s this red 
hallway.5 Those are special moments—
those are object moments, which is why I 
opted for all-but total saturation.
LC : What about Luis Barragan?6
SP:  He’s more post-object . 
LC :  If  we take him as an example, I  think 
the atmospher ic ef fect of colour deser ves 
mention here. I  think there’s something 
in the representation with these sharp 
lines that ’s more than volume or sur face. 
There are so many ar t ists now, and you 
can trace it back f if t y years in Latin 
America, explor ing this desire to sof ten 
the presence of those modern objects. 
ANA MILJACKI: I’m enjoying your colour, and 
I’m understanding the project in terms of a 
kind of stitching, through colour, and through 
formal moves. What I keep getting stuck on is 
the post-object. The way you described it, isn’t 
colour a kind of property of perception already?
SP: Right . 
AM: So I ’d say, we don’t really need 
a method to address it .  I ’m not 
understanding what ’s urgent about the 
k ind of situation you descr ibed, which is 
a k ind of situation of our contemporar y 
attention. What would be the non-post-
object version of this project? What ’s the 
straw man that we’re tr y ing to take down?
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TROY SCHAUM: The thing with the post-
object — and it ’s in that t it le that ’s been 
there since the beginning — is it ’s an 
incredibly ambit ious bar,  and you can 
look at the histor y of ‘post-’  projects in 
architecture. You’re forced to prop up the 
object and at the same t ime construct a 
rupture, because it ’s not really a without-
object project .  And representation in 
the project is the way you’ve chosen to 
represent the rupture. 
SARAH WHIT ING: Maybe it ’s a question 
of perception and how you’re tr y ing 
to put for th a dif ferent notion of how 
architecture is perceived and, through 
spaces of inter ior it y,  that become a form 
of object . 
I  want to go back to Luis’  question about 
this part icular context and the role of 
colour here, but also your choice of 
program; on the one hand, it ’s a really 
amazing project to look at ,  and ver y t ight ly 
composed in terms of the large program, 
the r ight site, ver y carefully done—on the 
other hand, it  becomes almost too per fect 
for this being a thesis about a condit ion 
of perception that can be generalized 
more; because I  star t to look at it  and say 
okay : one, does it become a question of 
representational thesis,  which is all  about 
how one represents the wor ld today using 
these non-delineated colour planes to talk 
about perception and representation; or is 
it  really going at a design of architecture 
in this way, in which case I  think the 
athlet ic f ields give you too easy a gun of 
pure f ields of colour,  and I  would then 
push you and say, how would you take this 
to another project? 
AP: For me, the straw man is what you 
haven’t mentioned but once, but it ’s 
c lear in the drawings. It ’s the grey wor ld 
of the repetit ive blocks.1 And that ’s the 
object-form in my reading of this.  I  think 
you’re enter ing a long line of attempts 
to demater ialize form in favour of event . 
Whether we do it by literally dissolv ing the 
architecture into glass—almost nothing; 
or the var ious dev ices that we can use to 
foreground event and background object . 
And I  think that ’s something that has been 
a k ind of goal and ambit ion that animated 
much of the architecture of the last 
centur y. I  think even with colour,  to some 
extent . 
I  think amongst this  f ie ld of  object s , 
b lock af ter  b lock af ter  b lock af ter  b lock , 
is  the form against  which this  is  a 
react ion as the except ion—where the 
building prov ides a k ind of  re l ief.  The 
post-object ,  or  a way of  get t ing away 
f rom the object  is  where the event 
would be foregrounded—not exact ly 
coded,  but designated,  by the par t icular 
colour choices you have,  and the st r ik ing 
contrast  l ike in the Seatt le Public  L ibrar y, 
the red corr idors .  I t ’s  amazing ,  this 
space you go into and you’re completely 
immersed in this  s ingle colour.  I  think 
you’ve probably chosen the v iews to 
show mult i-colour as opposed to showing 
v iews where you’re completely immersed 
in a single colour,  which I  think is just 
as important , maybe more important to 
show than the mult i-colour.  You tr y to 
counteract the ef fect of the repetit ive 
objects that surround this thing with this 
dynamic of colour in space where the 
form is backgrounded to the best that you 
can do that .  So much of your color ing is 
against the form; it  goes f loor to ceiling—
it ’s not t ied to a part icular volume; it 
s lips out of the volume. You’re working 
with another logic besides what is of ten 
done, using colour to def ine the volume 
or reinforce a volume—you’re doing 
the opposite which is to slip around the 
volume, and in some ways to undermine it . 
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MICHELLE CHANG:  I  think that the ef fect 
that Ron was talk ing about is what ’s 
successful about the project ,  and what you 
were tr y ing to explain in what post-object 
form is.  To go back to the reading that 
A lbert was mentioning, that the object 
is the grey that surrounds the project :  I 
think that when it is successful is when 
there’s a lack of relief.  So the idea that the 
isolated object becomes densely packed 
in what becomes less like a solid void 
and more like a solid solid  is how you 
undermine objecthood as you descr ibed 
it .  So, in that way I  think it ’s less about 
the slippages of color or the relat ionship 
of one color to another,  but that it  is 
incessant and total within this otherwise 
grey f ield. And so the areas in which you 
have relief I  think are a misstep in that 
reading because you explain that there’s 
this k ind of grey area where you can hang 
out and k ind of get away from it all—I 
don’t think that you should be able to do 
that ,  in the sense that you are creating 
something that is total,  without relief. 
AP:  As a gesamptkunstwerk . Maybe 
the one test would be, as a thought 
exper iment , what if  someone got real 
excited about all  the colours and star ted 
painting all  the housing blocks in separate 
colours? Would you have the same project?
LC :  That ’s interesting. In Rio de Janeiro, 
they have done that many t imes. They 
have this real separation—I mean, in São 
Paulo they Iike to think of themselves as 
a real design culture, much more ref ined 
in that sense, they don’t do these k inds 
of things. I  think this favela painting is 
horr ible.
I  think what ’s interesting is that through 
colour,  if  you apply it  in a way that is more 
delicate, you can dissolve the perception 
of t ype through the application of these 
colour shif t s .  And that ’s what I  think as a 
project could be really interesting. I  t r ied 
that in a stadium in Bogota and some 
people hated it .1
SP:  With the dazzle camouf lage?
LC : Yeah. We wanted to make the stadium 
not look like a stadium. And I  wish I  would 
have used colour.  I  think the question 
about aesthetics is powerful enough 
on it s own here, so you don’t have to 
dive at it  f rom other approaches. I  think 
it ’s per fect ly f ine. I  think it needs to be 
applied with a delicate hand so as not to 
be outdated.
L ARS LERUP: I  wonder if  we can see 
the activ it y it self as a k ind of object—a 
bunch of atoms that f loat around but 
that actually create a space that lends 
an image. Then it becomes important , it 
seems to me — as A lbert suggested — 
that the colour should not coincide with 
the activ it y space but should be a separate 
operation. So that the only object you see 
is that unstable object doing pirouettes, 
much like players in a tennis match.
That new space is a k ind of shif t ing 
focus away from the object ,  towards the 
activ it y—which of course, architects 
wouldn’t be too happy about . Nevertheless, 
there’s a new potential to the ever-
changing form that yet stays within some 
kind of hor izon of act iv it y,  made up of 
repeated patterns. I  think that ’s ver y rarely 
spoken of,  but tennis,  l ike I  said, is one of 
those things. You see the whole audience 
at a tennis match turning their heads from 
lef t to r ight and back again, all  involved in 
this strange k ind of act iv it y space, or as 
A lbert called it ,  an event space. 
SW:  You’re not anti-object ;  I  think 
you’re tr y ing to f ind ways of engaging 
architecture that includes inter ior and 
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sur face. It ’s easy to read “post-object 
form” and think that you’re only about 
event . And that ’s where I  think it ’s ver y 
excit ing that you’re f inding a way of 
lett ing architecture capture that k ind 
of ar t iculat ion and not rely just on 
per formance or event or program. 
SCOT T COLMAN:  But that ’s exact ly it . 
Think of — this is ver y crude — the f irst 
half of the twentieth centur y focusing 
on the object ,  and the second half as 
being about event . This is about another 
relat ionship between people and objects, 
ver y Bruno Latour. You said it  ear lier :  it ’s 
not just an object ,  it ’s an object always 
within a network or a set of relat ionships. 
So the question of whether you need this 
program is an important one. Given that 
when you see the part icular coloration of 
the running track , you run. Or when you 
see your relat ionship to the object ,  the 
object in a sense tells you what to do. So 
there are moments where there’s a k ind 
of spil lover or the colour from the running 
track spil ls into some other space—it ’s 
problematizing that relat ionship: what do 
you do in those moments? You st il l  have 
that relat ionship to the object but it ’s 
not c lear what you’re supposed to do in a 
situation where the object isn’t telling you 
what to do. And those moments I  f ind the 
most crucial to the way the building’s been 
designed.
TS:  The post-object has been designed 
af ter the object .  Ron says it  well  when 
he refers to your process. In a way, you 
designed the modernist building and 
then you’ve taken another step past the 
object .  It ’s af ter the object ,  I  think , not 
without the object .  And so if  you reverse 
your process, you basically take A lbert ’s 
argument fur ther.  It ’s not just the context 
of the object :  it ’s this massive modernist 
object — a box —  that you’ve designed 
and you’re now attempting to rupture with 
the past . 
AM:  When you star ted talk ing about the 
relat ional,  I  was expecting that you would 
be talk ing more about the polit ics of 
this mega-object or of design in general. 
For me, the relat ional would make us 
think about who made it for whom, and 
what the perspectives are on that object 
given the dif ferent subjects that are 
using it ,  which was already there in your 
presentation—this idea that we br ing 
cer tain perspectives to things to begin 
with. So, you could say that this is a 
relat ional object in a Latour ian sense, 
for this communit y : they will  all  have 
cer tain stakes in it .  But I ’m not sure that 
necessar ily t ranslates into designing in the 
part icular way in which you design. I  feel 
we have a cer tain issue on the table that 
has polit ics in it ,  and we have a k ind of 
extraordinar y color ful object and they ’re 
not quite talk ing to each other yet . 
RW:  I  think it ’s an interesting question—
“How overt is that polit ical act ion on our 
end, as designers?”
One of the things that happens to me when 
I look at these drawings, is that I can’t stop 
moving my eyes. I look at a certain place for 
about two seconds and I kind of do this [head 
swivels around]—I think that ’s political. In 
the same way that for example, when you’re 
looking at Hilbersheimer’s drawings, you 
don’t look at any particular unit, you kind 
of move around.1 There was a kind of politic 
loaded into the objects and seriality in that 
case. I view my eye’s inability to stop as a 
kind of political fact. It implicates the way 
we’re moving through the space, or means 
something about the hierarchies of program 
types or hierarchies of relations to the city, or 
something else. I’m not sure what it is, but I 
think it ’s loaded in there.
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AM:  Sure, but the polit ics there is not the 
same as the polit ics of incorporating, let ’s 
say, a piece of wood from the Brazilian 
forest ,  which would make the object 
relat ional in a ver y part icular polit ical 
sense. There are many ways to think 
‘relat ional ’.  The relat ional in this project is 
only on how we come to this exper ience.
RW: I  disagree. There’s a prompt in here 
but I  don’t think it requires the prompt of 
that k ind of mater ial economy. 
AM:  There are many ways to think about 
this :  who built  it ,  who is the polit ic ian that 
allowed it to go between these dif ferent 
housing blocks, and what does it br ing to 
the population of the block?  I  thought 
you would talk about relat ionalit y on many 
levels of the project . 
SP:  It ’s much more of an aesthetic 
question for me than an economic one. 
I  think architecture has suf fered enough 
in the past ten or twenty years, as form 
has been pushed away in favour of 
these k ind of contextual or technological 
‘relat ions’ you’re talk ing about .1 In a way, 
this has been one outcome of this post-
object culture: the building’s no longer an 
object but a collect ion of c ircumstantial 
requirements. I ’m not interested in that . 
SC : One of the things I  really appreciate 
about the project and really like about 
it  as a thesis is that at cer tain moments 
when certain ideas from outside the 
f ield — like relat ional aesthetics or like 
relat iv ism in the 20s or like the k ind of 
social-polit ical moment that leads to the 
event for Tschumi — those ideas are on 
the table but there’s no attempt to embody 
them in architecture. It ’s actually a 
speculative exploration of what that could 
mean for architecture. And so it s k ind of 
lack of edit ing or lack of the mediation 
that you’re talk ing about , Luis,  is I  think 
actually one of the advantages of the 
project .  And one of the great things that 
Sasha’s put for th over the semester,  is the 
willingness to explore dif ferent modes of 
representation, and what the potentials 
of extradisciplinar y ideas could be in the 
discipline. It  suggests that architecture 
wouldn’t necessar ily embody it ,  but would 
actually produce something dif ferent out 
of hav ing had an engagement with those 
broader theoretical ideas. 
RW: I  agree wth you, Scott ,  because I  think 
to do the exper iment that I  was doing, 
which is to say, take the color and put it 
back in, there’s a huge amount of force 
necessar y to achieve that ef fect .  And 
so the rawness of the colour,  the crazy 
amalgamations, the way you turn corners, 
that ’s a blunt force exercise. So I  think 
that ’s r ight —there is a necessit y for that 
in a sense, for what you’re doing. I ’m not 
sure it has to be subt le. 
There’s another question that again 
maybe has to do with how all  of us are 
supposed to operate. Somebody walks into 
your building and says “Hey this is prett y 
color ful.” And then they ’re going to leave. 
Is that okay?
SP:  Why would they leave? 
RW: Haha, that ’s a good answer, but I think 
there are always secondary and tertiary 
readings in these spaces when we enter into 
them, and I think you really really have to 
work get your game. I think the first reading 
and the second and third reading are “I’m 
in a pink room, I’m in an orange room,” or 
“Somebody doesn’t understand coloring 
here, they really should have gotten an 
interior designer involved.” You see what I 
mean? There’s a whole conversation there, 
because you’re making a diff icult world. 
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LL : You know, what ’s so str ik ing about 
this project — and I  agree with my 
colleagues that it  is — as a thesis it  goes 
to the ver y bitter end. And maybe some 
people will  say it  was a failure, but it  was 
cer tainly worth it .  Your tenacit y and your 
commitment to this idea are formidable. 
And what str ikes me with the 
agglomeration of these activ it ies into one 
collect ive enterpr ise is that it ’s precisely 
where monumentalit y lies today. The 
discrete activ it ies of liv ing in housey-
houses is here turned inside out , because 
it ’s here in this building that their bodies 
are forced together seamlessly,  and 
those bodies play and act in var ious 
ways. That collect ive image is ult imately 
something about the city—about who we 
are collectively, how we get drawn into these 
things. Therefore I would end up saying that 
this is a very successful thesis. Even if I don’t 
think you’ve even licked the post-object yet.
TS: I  think — I just wanted to commend 
Sasha. Because she set the bar so high 
with the post-object she ended up in a 
place over the course of the semester,  and 
def initely a lot of what you’re hear ing is 
she’s found a new terr itor y for exploration 
for design. And there are moments when 
there weren’t the cr iter ia we might 
t ypically have found in ear lier studios to 
judge,  is this in a decisive way, good? Is 
this the def inite way to respond to this? 
What I  think is important for a thesis and 
what I  think you’ve achieved is you’ve 
cer tainly set a set of terms that have 
allowed for exploration over the course 
of the year that as you’re seeing from the 
response have nothing but k ind of more 
important , decisive, and def init ive answers 
and questions that will  propel your career 
forward, and it ’s been a remarkable thesis 
for me to part ic ipate in.
o
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